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The 15.30 - London to Paris 


Ever since chfldhood, when I hved within earshot of the 
Boston and Maine, 1 have seldom heard a tram go by and not 
wished I was on it. Those whistles sing bewitchment railways 
are irresistible bazaars, snakmg along perfectly level no matter 
what the landscape, improvmg your mood with speed, and 
never npsettmg your dnnk. The tram can reassure you m 
awful places — a far cry from the anxious sweats of doom 
aeroplanes inspire, or the nauseatmg gas-sickness of the long- 
distance bus, or the paralysis that afflicts the car passenger If 
a tram is large and comfortable you don’t even need a destma- 
don, a comer seat is enough, and you can be one of those 
travellers who stay m modon, straddling the tracks, and never 
amve or feel they ought to — like that lucky man who hves on 
Itahan Railways because he is retired and has a free pass 
Bener to go first class than to amve, or, as the English novelist 
Michael Fra)rn once rephrased McLuban ‘the journey is the 
goal’ But I had chosen Asia, and when I remembered it was 
half a world away I was only glad. j 

Then Asia was out the wmdow, and I was earned through it 
on these eastbound expresses marvellmg as much at the bazaar 
withm the tram as the ones we whistled past. Anything is 
possible on a tram a great meal, a bmge, a visit from card 
players, an mtngue, a good lught’s sl^, and strangers’ mono- 
logues framed like Russian short stones. It was my mtendon to 
board every tram that chugged mto view from Victoria Station 
m London to Tokyo Central, to take the branch hne to Sunla, 
the spur through the Khyber Pass, and the chord hue that links 



12 The Great Railway Bazaar 

Indian Railways with, those in Ceylon; the Mandalay Eitprcss, 
the Malaysian Golden Arrow, the locals in Vietnam, and the 
trains with bewitching names, the Orient Express, the North 
Star, the Trans-Siberian, 

I sought trams, I found passengers. 

The first was DuffiU. I remember him because his name later 
became a verb - Molesworth’s, then mine. He was just ahead 
of me m the hne at Platform 7 at Victoria, ‘Continental 
Departures’. He was old and his clothes were far too big for 
him, so he might have left m a hurry and grabbed the wrong 
clothes, or perhaps he’d just come out of the hospital. He 
walked treadmg his trouser cuffs to rags and carried many 
oddly shaped parcels wrapped m stnng and brown paper — 
more the luggage of an incautiously busy bomber than of an 
mtrepid traveller The tags were fluttenng m the draught from 
the track, and each gave his name as R. DuffiU and his address 
as Splendid Palos Hotel, Istanbul. We would be travelhng 
together. A satirical widow m a severe veil might have been 
more welcome, and if her satchel was full of gm and an inheri- 
tance, so much the better But there was no widow; there were 
hikers, returning Contmentals with Harrods shopping bags, 
salesmen, French girls with sour friends, and grey-haired Eng- 
lish couples who appeared to be embarkmg, with armloads of 
V novels, on expensive literary adultenes None would get farther 
than Ljubljana. DufiBIl was for Istanbul - 1 wondered what his 
excuse was I was doing a bunk, myself. I hadn’t nailed my 
colours to the mast, I had no job — no one would notice me 
falling silent, kissmg my wife, and boardmg the 15 30 alone. 

The train was ru mblin g through Qapham. I decided that 
travel was flight and pursuit m equal parts, but by the time we 
had left the bnck terraces and coal yards and the narrow back 
gardens of the South London suburbs and were passing Dul- 
wich College s playmg fields — children lazily exercismg m 
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neckties - I was tuned to the motion of the tram and had 
forgotten the newspaper billboards I had been readmg all 
mormng baby kristen woman to be charged 
and PLAN TO FREE STAB GIRL AGED NINE - none let- 
tered NOVELIST VANISHES, and just as well Then, past a 
row of semi-detached houses, we entered a tunnel, and after 
travelhng a mmute m complete darkness we were shot wonder- 
fully mto a new settmg, open meadows, cows croppmg grass, 
Farmers haymg m blue jackets We had surfaced from London, 
a grey sodden aty that lay underground At Sevenoaks there 
was another tunnel, ano±er glimpse of the pastoral, fields of 
pawmg horses, some kneehng sheep, crows on an oasthouse, 
and a swift sight of a settlement of prefab houses out one 
wmdow Out the other wmdow, a Jacobean farmhouse and 
more cows That is England the suburbs overlap the farms 
At several level crossmgs the country lanes were choked with 
cars, backed up for a hundred yards The tram passengers 
were gloating vmdictively at the trafiBc and seemed to be 
munnunng, ‘Stop, you bitches!’ 

The sky was old Schoolboys m dark blue blazers, canymg 
cricket bats and school bags, their socks falhng down, were 
smirkmg on the platform at Tonbndge. We raced by them, 
takmg their smirks away We didn’t stop, not even at the 
larger stations These I contemplated from the dinmg car over 
a sloshmg carton of tea, while Mr DufiBU, similarly hunched, 
kept an eye on his parcels and stured his tea with a doctor’s 
tongue depressor Past the hopfields that give Kent a Mediter- 
ranean tangle in September, past a gypsy camp, fourteen bat- 
tered caravans, each one with its own mdestrucnble pile of 
rubbish just outside the front door, past a farm and, forty feet 
away, the perimeter of a housmg estate with lots of mteresting 
dothes on the hne plus fours, long johns, snappmg black 
brassieres, the jiennants of bonnets and socks, all fortnmg an 
daborate message, like signal flags on the distressed convoy of 
those houses 



14 The Great Railway Bazaar 

The fact that we didn’t stop gave this English train an air of 
hurrying purpose. We sped to the coast for the Channel cross- 
ing. But It was a false drama DufiBll, at his pitching table, 
ordered a second cup of tea The black train yards of Ashford 
loomed and tumbled past, and we were crossing the hum- 
mocky grass of Romney Marsh, headed towards Folkestone. 
By then I had left England behind So had the other pas- 
sengers I returned to my compartment to hear Italians raising 
their voices, perhaps deriving courage from the assurance that 
we were at the edge of England Some Nigenans, who until 
that moment had been only a quartet of bobbing headgear - 
two Homburgs, a turban, and a beehive wig - became vocal in 
Yoniba, seeming to spell out each word they used, smacking 
their lips when they completed a syllable. Each passenger 
migrated to his own language, leavmg the Bntish muttermg 
and averting their eyes. 

‘Oh, look,’ said a woman, unfolding a handkerchief on her 
lap. 

‘It’s so neat and orderly,’ said the man at the window. 
‘Fresh flowers ’ The woman gently bandaged her nose with 
the handkerchief and snorted on one side, then the other. 

The man said, ‘War Graves Commission takes care of 
them.’ 

‘They do a lovely job.* 

A small figure carrymg paper parcels bound with string 
walked down the passage, his elbows th um ping the corridor 
wmdow. DufiBll 

The Nigerian lady leaned over and read the station sign* 
‘Frockystoon ’ Her mispronunciation was like sarcasm and she 
looked as unimpressed as Trollope’s Lady Glencora (‘there 
was nothmg she wanted so much as to see Folkestone’). 

The wind, rising from the harbour, which was lead grey and 
pimpled with drizzle, blew into my eyes I was squmting with 
the cold I had caught when the first September rhill hit 
London and roused m me visions of palm trees and the rosy 
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heat of Ceylon That cold made leaving all the easier, leaving 
was a cure ‘Have you tncd aspirin?’ ‘No, I think I’ll go to 
India.’ I earned my bags into the ferry and made for the bar 
Two elderly men stood there. One was tapping a florm on the 
counter, trying to get the barman’s attenoon 
‘Reggie’s got awfully small,* said the first man 
•Do you think so?’ said the second 
‘Fm afraid I do Awfully smalL His clothes don’t fit him.* 
‘He was never a big man ’ 

*1 know that But have you seen him?* 

‘No Godfrey said he’d been sick.* 

Td say very sick ’ 

‘Getting old, poor chap * 

‘And awfully small ’ 

DuffiU came over He might have been the person under 
discussion But he wasn’t the elderly gendemen ignored him 
DuflBll had that uneasy look of a man who has left his parcek 
elsewhere, which is also the look of a man who thinks he’s 
being followed His oversized dothes made him seem frail A 
mouse grey gaberdme coat slumped m folds from his shoul- 
ders, the cuffs so long, they reached to his fingertips and 
answered the length of his trampled trousers He smelled of 
bread crusts He still wore his tweed cap, and he too was fight- 
mg a cold His shoes were mterestmg, the all-purpose brogans 
country pieople wear Although I could not place his accent - 
he was askmg the barman for ader - there was somethmg else 
of the provinces about him, a stubborn frugahty in his service- 
able dothes, which is shabbmess m a Londoner’s He could tell 
you where he bought that cap and coat, and for how much, and 
how long those shoes had lasted A few minutes later I passed 
by him m a comer of the lounge and saw that he had opened 
one of his parcels A knife, a length of French bread, a tube of 
mustard, and discs of bnght red salami were spread before 
him. Lost m thought, he slowly chewed his sandwich. 

The station at Calais was dark, but the Pans Express was 
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floodlit I was comforted. Lady Glencora says to her fnend, 
‘We can get to the Kurds, Ahce, without getting into a packet 
again. That, to my way of thinking, is the great comfort of the 
Contment ’ Well, then, to Pans, and the Orient Express, and 
the Kurds I boarded and, finding my compartment oppres- 
sively full, went to the dinin g car for a drink. A waiter showed 
me to a table where a man and woman were tearmg their bread 
rolls apart but not eating them I toed to order wine. The 
waiters, hurrymg back and forth with trays, ignored my plead- 
mg face. The train started up, I looked out the window, and 
when I turned back to the table I saw that I had been served 
with a piece of burned fish. The roU-shreddmg couple ex- 
plamed that I’d have to ask the wme waiter. I looked for him, 
was served the second course, then saw him and ordered. 

‘Angus was saymg m The Times that he did research,’ the 
man said. ‘It just doesn’t make sense.’ 

‘I suppose Angus has to do research,’ said the woman. 
‘Angus Wilson?’ I said. 

• “ The man and woman looked at me. The woman was 
s milin g, but the rnan gave me a rather unfriendly stare He 
said, ‘Graham Greene wouldn’t have to do research.’ 

‘Why not?’ I said 

The man sighed He said, ‘He’d know it already ’ 

*1 wish I could agree with you,’ I said. ‘But I read As If By 
Magic and I say to myself, “Now there’s a real agronomist > ” 
Then I read The Honorary Consul and the thirty-year-old 
doctor sounds an awful lot like a seventy-year-old novehst 
Mmd you, I think it s a good novel I think you should read it 
Wme?’ 

‘No, tbank you,’ said the woman 

‘Graham sent me a copy,’ said the man He spoke to the 

woman ^Affectionately, Graham That’s what he wrote. It’s m 
my bag.’ 

‘He’s a lovely man,’ said the woman. ‘I always like seemg 
Gr aham. ^ ® 
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There was n long sOcncc, The dining car rocked the cruets 
and sauce bottles, the dessert was served with coffee I had 
finished my half-botde of wme and was anxious for another, 
but the waiters were agam busy, reeling past the tables with 
trays, collecting dirty plates 

T love trams,’ said the woman ‘Did you know the next 
carnage on is gomg to be attached to the Onent Express?’ 
•Yes,’ I said ‘As a matter of fact-’ 

‘Ridiculous,’ said the man, addressmg the small pencilled 
square of paper the waiter had given him. He loaded the 
saucer with money and led the woman away without another 
glance at me. 

My own meal came to forty-five francs, which I estimated 
to be about ten dollars I was horrified, but I had my small 
revenge Back m my compartment I realized I had left my 
newspaper on the table m the dining car I went back for it, 
but just as Ijjut my hand on it, the waitersaid, ‘Qtdest-ce que 
volts jtdtes?' 

‘This IS my paper,’ I snapped 

'C’est votre place, celaF 

‘Of course.’ 

'Eh bten alors, qu’est-ce que vous avess mangi?’ He seemed 
to be enjosung the subtlety of his cross-examinadon. 

I said, ‘Burned fish. A tmy portion of roast beef Cour- 
gettes, burned and soggy, cold potatoes, stale bread, and for 
tins I was charged forty-five, I repeat, forty-five-' 

He let me have my paper 

At the Gare du Nord my car was shunted on to a different 
engme. DuffiU and I watched tins bemg done from the plat- 
form and then we boarded It took him a long time to heave 
himself up, and he panted with effort on the landmg He was 
still standmg there, gasping, as we pulled out of the station for 
our twenty-mmute tnp to the Gare de Lyons to meet the rest 
of the Direct-Onent Express It was after eleven, and most of 
the apartment blocks were m darkness But m one bnght 
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window there was a dinner party ending, like a painting of a 
city interior, hung and illuminated m the shadowy gallery of 
rooftops and balconies The tram passed and prmted the 
wmdow on my eye , two men and two women around a table 
on which there were three wme bottles, the remains of a large 
meal, cofEee cups, a raided bowl of fruit All the props, and the 
men m shirt sleeves, spoke of amiable intimacy, the sad 
comedy of a reumon of fnends Jean and Marie had been 
away Jean was stnihng, preparmg to clown, and had pulled 
one of those confounded French faces. He waved his hand 
back and forth and said, ‘She got up on the table like a mad- 
woman and began shaking it at me like this. Incredible ! I said 
to Mane, “The Picards will never beheve this ! ” This is the 
truth And then she 

The tram made its slow drcmt of Pans, weavmg among the 
dark buildmgs and shnekmg frseeeeeeeefronnnng mto the ears 
of sleepmg women. The Gate de Lyons was alive, with that 
midmght glamour of bright lights and smoking engines, and 
across the gle amin g tracks the nbbed canvas over one particu- 
lar tram turned it mto a caterpillar about to set off and chew a 
path through France On the platform aravmg passengers 
were yawnmg, shamblmg with fatigue The porters leaned on 
luggage earners and watched people strugghng with smteases 
Our car met, and coupled with, the rest of the Direct-Onent 
Express, that bump shd the compartment doors open and 
threw me forward mto the lap of the lady opposite, surpnsing 
her from sleep. 
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The Direct-Orient Express 


Duff ILL had put on a pair of glasses, wire-framed and with 
enough Scotch tape on the lenses to prevent his seeing the Blue 
Mosque He assembled his parcels and, gruntmg, produced a 
suitcase, bound with a selecoon of leather and canvas belts as 
an added guarantee against it burstmg open A few cars down 
we met again to read the sign on the side of the wagon-ht 
DIRECT-ORIENT and its itmcraiy, paris-lausanne- 
MILANO ~ TRIESTE - ZAGREB - BEOGRAD - SOFIYA - 
ISTANBUL We Stood* there, staring at this sign, DufflU 
worked his glasses like bmoculars Fmally he said, *1 took this 
tram m mneteen twenty-mne ’ 

It seemed to call for a reply, but by the time a reply occur- 
% red to me (‘Judging from its condition, it was probably this 
very tram!’) Duffill had gathered up his parcels and his 
strapped smtease and moved down the platform. It was a great 
tram m 1929, and it goes without saymg that the Onent Ex-^ 
press is the most famous tram m the world, like the Trans- 
Sibenan, it links Europe vwth Asia, which accounts for some 
of Its romance But it has also been hallowed by fiction rest- 
less Lady Chatterley took it, so did Hercule Poirot and Janies 
Bond, Graham Greene sent some of his prowlmg unbehevers 
^onit, even before he took it himself (‘As I couldn’t take a tram 
to Istanbul the best I could do was buy a record of Honegger’s 
Pacific 231,’ Greene wntes m the Introduction to Stamboul 
Train) The fictional source of the romance is La Madone des 
Sleeptngs (1925) by Maunce Dekobra. Dekobra’s herome^ 
Lady Diana (‘the type of woman who would have brought 
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tears to the eyes of John Ruskin*)> is completely sold on the 
Orient Express ‘I have a ticket for Constantinople But I may 
step off at Vienna or Budapest. That depends absolutely on 
chance or on the colour of the eyes of my neighbour in the 
compartment.’ In the end I stopped wondenng why so many 
wnters had used this tram as a setting for cnminal intrigues, 
since m most respects the Orient Express really is murder. ^ 
My compartment was a cramped two-berth closet with an 
intruding ladder I swung my suitcase in and, when I had done 
this, there was no room for me. The conductor snowed me how 
to kick my smtcase under the lower berth. He hesitated, 
hoping to be tipped. 

‘Anybody else in here?’ It had not occurred to me that I 
would have company, the conceit of the long-distance traveller 
is the behef that he is going so far, he will be alone — incon- 
ceivable that another person has the same good idea. 

The conductor shrugged, perhaps yes, perhaps no. His 
vagueness made me withhold my tip. I took a stroll down the 
car . a Japanese couple m a double couchette — and it was the 
first and last time I saw them; an elderly Amencan couple 
next to them; a fat French mother breathing suspicion on her ^ 
lovely daughter, a Belgian girl of extraordinary size - well 
over six feet tall, weanng enormous shoes — travelhng with a 
chic French woman; and (the door was shutting) either a nun 
or a plump diabolist. At the far end of the car a man wearing a 
turtleneck, a seaman’s cap, and a monocle was setting up 
bottles on the windowsill; three wme bottles, Pemer water, a 
broad-shouldered bottle of gin — he was obviously gomg some 
distance 

Duffill was standing outside my compartment He was out_, 
of breath, he had had trouble finding the nght car, he said, ^ 
because his French was rusty He took a deep breath and shd 

off his gabardine coat and hung that and his cap on the hook 
next to mine. 

Pm up here, he said, patting the upper berth He was a 
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small man, but I noticed that as soon as he stepped mto the 
compartment he hlled it. 

‘How far are you going?’ I asked gamely, and even though I 
knew his reply, when I heard it I ermged I had planned on 
studymg him from a httlc distance, I was counting on havmg 
the compartment to myself This was unwelcome news. He 
saw I was taking it badly 

He said, ‘I won’t get m your way ’ His parcels were on the 
floor ‘I just have to find a home for these ’ 

TU leave you to it,’ I said The others were m the comdor 
waitmg for the tram to start. The Amencans rubbed the 
wmdow until they realized the dirt was on the outside, the 
man with the monocle peered and drank, the French woman 
was saymg Switzerland ’ 

‘Istanbul,’ said the Belgian gul She had a broad face, 
which a large pair of glasses only compheated, and she was a 
head taller than L ‘My first time.’ 

*1 am m Istanbul two years before,’ said the French woman, 
wmong the way the French do before lapsmg mto their own 
language 

‘What is It like?’ asked the Belgian girl She waited I 
waited She helped the woman *Very mcc?’ 

The French woman smiled at each of us She shook her 
head, and said, ‘Tres sale ’ 

‘But pretty? Old? Churches?’ The Belgian girl was tiymg 
hard 

‘Sale ’ Why was she smiling? 

‘I am gomg to Izmir, Cappadoaa, and — ’ 

The French woman ducked and said, ‘Sale, sale, sale ’ She 
went into her compartment. The Belgian gid made a face and 
^winked at me. 

The tram had started to move, and at the end of the car the 
man m the seaman’s cap was braced at his door, drmkmg and 
watchmg our progress After several mmutes the rest of the 
passengers went mto their compartments - from my own I 
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heard the smashing of paper parcels being stuffed into comers. 
This left the drinker, whom I had started to think of as the 
Captain, and me alone m the passage. He looked my way and 
said, ‘Istanbul?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Have a drink ’ 

‘I’ve been dr inkin g all day,’ I said ‘Do you have 
mmeral water?’ 

‘I do,’ he said. ‘But I keep it for my teeth. I never touch 
water on trains. Have a real dnnk Go on. What will it be?’ 

‘A beer would be mce ’ 

‘I never drink beer,’ he said. ‘Have some of this ’ He showed 
me his glass and then went to his shelf and poured me some, 
saymg, Tt’s a very drinkable Chabhs, not at all chalky - the 
ones they export often are, you know ’ 

We clinked glasses. The tram was now movmg fast. 

‘Istanbul ’ 

‘Istanbul I Right you are.’ 

His name was Molesworth, but he said it so distmctly that 
the first time I heard it I thought it was a double-barrelled 
name. There was something mflitary m his posture and the^ 
promptness of his speech, and at the same time this ffair could 
have been an actor’s He was in his indignant late fifties, and I 
could see him cuttmg a jumor officer at the dub - either at 
Aldershot or m the third act of a Rattigan play The small 
glass disc he wore aroimd his neck on a cham was not, I saw, a 
monodc, but rather a magnifying glass He had used it to find 
the bottle of Chabhs 

Tm an actors agent, he said. Tve got my own firrn in 
L^ondon. It s a s m al li sh firm, but we do right \)ye always 
have more than we can handle ’ s 

*An> actors I might know?’ 

He named several famous actors. 

I said, I thought you might be army.’ 

‘Did >ou?' He said that he had been m the Indian army ~ 
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Poona, Simla, Madras - and his duties Acre were of a 
theatncal nature, organizing shows for die troops He had 
arranged Noel Coward’s tour of India in 1946 He had loved 
the army and he said that there were many Indians who were 
so well bred you could treat them as absolute equals - mdecd, 
talking to them you would hardly know you were talkmg to 
Indians 

*1 knew a Bntish officer who was m Simla m the forties,’ I 
said *1 met bun m Kenya. His mckname was “Bunny” ’ 

Molesworth thought a moment, then said, Well, I knew 
several Bunnys ’ 

We talked about Indian trams Molesworth said they were 
magnifi cent. TTiey have showers, and there’s always a htde 
man who bnngs you what you need. At mealtime they tele- 
graph ahead to the next station for hampers Oh, you’ll like 
it’ 

Duffill put his head out the door and said, *1 think Pll go to 
bed now ’ 

•He’s your chap, is he?’ said Molesworth He surveyed the 
car rrhis tram isn’t what it was Pity It used to be one of the 
best, a tram de luxe - royalty took it Now, Fm not sure about 
this, but I don’t think we have a dining car, which is going to 
be a terrible bore if iFs true. Have you got a hamper?’ 

I said I hadn’t though I had been advised to bring one. 

‘That was good advice,’ Molesworth said *1 don’t have a 
hamper myself, but then I don’t eat much I like the thought 
of food, but I much prefer dxinkmg How do you like your 
Chabhs? Will you have more?’ He inserted his eyeglass and 
found the botde and, poimng, said. These French wmes take 
an awful lot of beatmg ’ 

A half hour later I went mto die compartment The hghts 
, were blazing, and m his upper berth Duffill was sleepmg, his 
face turned up to the overhead hght gave him a grey corpselike 
look, and his pyjamas were buttoned to his neck. The expres- 
sion on his face was one of agony, his features were fixed and 
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his head moved as the train did. I turned out the lights and 
crawled into my berth. But I couldn’t sleep, at first; my cold 
and all that Td drunk - the fatigue itself - kept me awake 
And then something else alarmed me it was a glowing arclc- 
the luminous dial of DufiBU’s watch, for his arm had slipped 
down and was swinging back and forth as the train rocked, 
moving this glowing green dial past my face like a pendulum. 

Then the dial disappeared. I heard Duffill climbing down 
the ladder, groaning on each rung. The dial moved sideways to 
the sink, and then the light came on I rolled over against the 
wall and heard the clunk of DufBU dislodging the chamber pot 
from the cupboard imder the sink; I waited, and after a long 
moment a warbhng burble began, changing in pitch as the pot 
filled. There was a splash, like a sigh, and the hght went out 
and the ladder creaked. D uffill groaned one last time and I 
slept. 


* 

In the morning Duffill was gone. 1 lay in bed and worked the 
wmdow curtam up with my foot; after a few inches it shot up 
on its roller, revejhng a sunny mountainside, the Alps dappled 
with hght and moving past the -wmdow. It was the first time I 
had seen the sun for days, this first mommg on the tram, and I 
think this is the place to say that it contmued to shine for the 
next two months I travelled imder clear skies all the way to 
southern India, and only then, two months later, did I see rain 
again, the late monsoon of Madras. 

At Vevey, I thought of Daisy and restored myself with a 
glass of frmt salts, and at Montreux felt well enough to shave 
Duffill came back m time to admire my rechargeable electric 
razor. He said he used a blade and on trains always cut himself' 
to pieces He showed me a mck on his throat, then told me his 
name He d^be spending two months in Turkey, but he didn’t 
say what he’d be domg In the bnght sunhght he looked much 
older than he had in the greyness of Victoria. I guessed he was 
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about seventy But he was not in the least spry, and I could not 
imagine why anyone except a fleeing embezzler would spend 
two months m Turkey 

He looked out at the Alps He said TTiey say if the Swiss 
had designed these mountains, um, thejf’d be rather flatter ’ 

I deaded to have breakfast, but I walked to both ends of the 
Direct-Onent and saw no dimng car - nothing except more 
leepmg cars and people dozmg m their second-class seats On 
ny way back to Car 99 I was followed by three Swiss boys 
vho, at each compartment door, tried the handle, if it re- 
ponded they shd the door open and looked m, presumably at 
Dcople dressmg or loungmg m bed Then the boys called oiit, 
Pardon, MadameP ^Pardon, Monsteur!' as the occupants 
hastily covered themselves As these mgemous voyeurs reached 
my sleepmg car they were m high spmts, hootmg and shnek- 
mg, but it was always with the greatest pohteness that they 
said, ‘Pardon, MadameP once they got a door open They gave 
a final yell and disappeared 

The door to the Amencans’ compartment opened The man 
was out first, swmgmg the knot of his oe, and then the woman, 
feebly balancmg on a cane, tottered out and followed after, 
bumping the wmdows as she went. The Alps were nsmg, and 
m the sheerest places wide-roofed chalets were planted, as 
close to the ground as mushrooms and clustered m the same 
way at various distances from gravity-defying churches Many 
of the valleys were dark, the sun showmg only farther up on 
cliff faces and at the summits At ground level the tram passed 
fnut farms and clean villages and Swiss cychng m kerchiefs, 
calendar scenes that you admire for a moment before feehng 
an urge to move on to a new month 
^ The American couple returned The man looked m my 
jlirccaon and said, ‘I can’t find it ’ 

The woman said, *1 don t think we vrent far enough ’ 

‘Don’t be sflly That was the engme ’ He looked at me ‘Did 
you find it?’ 
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*What?’ 

‘The dining car.’ 

‘There isn’t one,’ I said. ‘I looked * 

‘Then why the hell,’ the man said, only now releasing his 
anger, ‘why the hell did they call us for breakfast?* 

‘Did they call you?’ 

‘Yes. “Last call.” Didn’t you hear them? “Last call for, 
breakfast,” they said. That’s why we hurried.’ 

The Swiss boys, yelling and shding the compartment doors 
open, had preceded the Americans’ appearance. This com- 
motion had been interpreted as a summons to breakfast^ 
hunger’s ear is not finely tuned. 

The man said, *1 hate France.’ 

His wife looked out the window. ‘I think we’re out of it. 
That’s not France.’ 

‘Whatever it is,’ said the man. He said he wasn’t too happyj 
and he didn’t want to sound like a complainer, but he had paid 
. twenty dollars for a taxi from ‘the I^azarus to the Lions’. Then 
a porter had carried their two suitcases from the taxi to the 
platform and demanded ten dollars. He didn’t want French 
money; he wanted ten dollars. 

I said that seemed excessive and added, ‘Did you pay?* 

‘Of course I paid,’ said the man. 

‘I wanted him to make a fuss,’ said the woman. 

The man said, T never get into arguments with people in 
foreign countries.’ 

‘We thought we were going to miss the train,’ said 
the woman. She cackled loudly. *I almost had a haemorr- 
hage I’ 

On an empty stomach, I found this disconcerting. I was 
glad when the m a n said, *Well, come along, mother; if we’re 
not gomg to get any breakfast we might just as well head 
back,’ and led her away. 

DuflBll was eatmg the last of his salami. He offered me 
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some, but 1 said 1 was planning to buy my breakfast at an 
Itaban station DufBU lifted the piece of salami and brought it 
to his mouthj but )ust as be bit mto it we entered a tunnel and 
everythmg went black 

Try the hghts/ he said ‘I can’t cat m the dark. I can’t taste 
it’ 

I groped for the hght switch and flicked it, but we stayed m 
^ darkness 

Duffill said, ‘Maybe they’re trymg to save dectnaty ’ 

His voice m the darkness sounded very near to my face I 
moved to the window and tned to see the tunnel walls, but I 
saw only blackness The sound of the wheels’ drummmg 
seemed louder m the dark and the tram itself was gathermg 
speed, the motion and the dark produemg m me a suffocating 
feebng of claustrophobia and an acute awareness of the smell 
of the room, the salami, DuffiU’s woollens, and bread crusts 
Mmutes had passed and we were still m the tunnel, we mi^t 
be droppmg down a well, a great sink-hole m the Alps that 
would land us m the clockwork mterior of Switzerland, glaaal 
cogs and ratchets and frostbitten cuckoos 
DufBU said, ‘This must be the Sunplon.’ 

I said, ‘I wish they’d turn the hghts on ’ 

I heard D uffill wrapping his uneaten salami and pun chin g 
the parcel mto a comer 

I said, “What do you aim to do m Turkey?’ 

‘Me?’ DufBU said, as if the compartment was crammed with 
old men bound for Turkey, each waitmg to state a reason He 
paused, then said, ‘I’U be in Istanbul for a whUc After that 
ru be traveUmg around the country ’ 

‘Business or pleasure?’ I was dymg to know and in the con- 
^ fessional darkness did not feel so bad about badgermg him , he 
could not sec die eagerness on my face On the other hand, I 
could hear the tremulous hesitation in his repUes, 

‘A htfle of both,’ he said 
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This was not helpful. I waited for him to say more, but 
when he added nothmg further, I said, ‘What exactly do you 
do, Mr DufiBll?’ 

‘Me?’ he said again, but before I could reply with the 
sarcasm he was pleading for, the train left the tunnel and the 
compartment filled with sunhght and DufiBll said, ‘Tins must 
be Italy ’ 

DufiBll put on his tweed cap. He saw me staring at it and 
said, ‘I’ve had this cap for years — eleven years You dry dean 
it. Bought it m Barrow-on-Humber.’ And he dug out his parcel 
of salami and resumed the meal the Simplon tunnel had mter- 
nipted. 

At 9.35 we stopped at the Italian station of Domodossola, 
where a man poured cups of coffee from a jug and sold food 
from a heavily laden pushcart. He had fruit, loaves of bread 
and rolls, vanous kmds of salami, and lunch bags that, he said, 
contamed ^tante belle cose'*. He also had a stock of wine. 
Molesworth bought a Bardohno and (‘just m case’) three 
bottles of Chianti; I bought an Orvieto and a Chianti; and 
Puffin had his hand on a bottle of daret. 

Molesworth said, ‘FU take these back to the compartment. 
Get me a lunch bag, will you?’ 

I bought two lunch bags and some apples 
DufiBll said, Tanghsh money, I only have Enghsh money.’ 
The Itahan snatched a pound from the old man and gave 
him change m lire 

Molesworth came back and said, ‘Those apples want wash- 
ing. There’s cholera here.’ He looked again at the pushcart and 
said, ‘I think two lunch bags, just to be safe ’ 

While Molesworth bought more food and another botde of 
Bardohno, DufiBll said, ‘I took this train m nmeteen twenty- 
mne ’ 

It was worth taking then,’ said Molesworth. ‘.Yes, she used 
to be quite a tram ’ 

‘How long arc we staymg here?’ I asked. 
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No one knew Molesworth called out to 
say, George, how long are we stopping for?’ 
b sagged. „d » he d.d eo d.e «„ hege, 

‘Do you think we should board?’ I asked 

It’s going backwards,’ said Molesworth 1 exnect 
hunting ’ xpect they re 

The tram guard said, ‘i^ndtamo ’ 

‘I think he wants us to board,’ I said. The tram ^ 

!oing backwards I hopped aboard and looked dXn. 

TOrth and DuflSll were at the bonom of the stairs 
‘You’ve got parcels,’ said DuffiU ‘You go first’ 

Tm quite all nght’ said Molesworth ‘Up you eo ’ 

But you’ve got parcels,’ said DufiBU He produced « : 
rom^ coat and began sucking on the stem. ‘Carry oaf ^ 

moved back and gave Molesworth room. ' 

Molesworth said, ‘Are you sure?’ 

DuflBll said, ‘I didn’t go all the way, then, m nineteen 
wenty-nme. I didn’t do that until after the second war ’ He 
put has pipe in his mouth and smiled 
Molesworth stepped aboard and climbed up - slowly be- 
^se hej^ carrymg a bottle of wme and his setond llmch 
?ag Duffill grasped the rails beside the door and as he did so 
the tram began to move and he let go He dropped his arms 
Iwo tram guards rushed behmd him and held his arms and 
Bustled him along the platform to the movmg stairs of Car og 
DuM, fe^ng the Ivans’ hands, resisted the embrace, went 
Feeble, and stepped back, he made a half-^iim 

wiE»,o„„gOTftl,p,almfae,. ™ mm 
‘George 1’ cned Molesworth, ‘Stop the traml* 
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I was leaning out the door. I said, ‘He’s still on the plat' 
form.’ 

There were two Itahans beside us, the conductor and a bed- 
maker. Their shoulders were poised, preparing to shrug. 

‘Pull the emergency cord ! ’ said Molesworth. 

‘No, no, no, no,’ said the conductor. ‘If I pull that I must 
pay five thousand lire. Don’t touch ! ’ 

‘Is there another tram?’ I asked. 

‘Si,’ said the bed-maker in a tone of irritation ‘He can catch 
us m Milano ’ 

‘What time does the next tram get to Alilano?’ I asked. 

‘Two o’clock ’ 

‘When do we get to Milano?’ 

‘One o’clock,’ said the conductor ‘We leave at two.’ 

‘Well, how the hell 

‘The old man can take a car,’ explamed the bed-maker 
‘Don’t worry He hires a taxi at Domodossola, the taxi goes 
varooom I He’s m Mfiano before us ! ’ 

Molesworth said, ‘These chaps could use a few lessons in 
how to run a railroad.’ 

The meal that followed the abandoning of DufiBU only made 
that point plamer It was a picnic m Molesworth’s compart- 
ment, we were joined by the Belgian girl, Momque, who 
brought her own cheese She asked for mineral water and got 
Molesworth’s reprimand ‘Sorry, I keep that for my teeth ’ 
We sat shoulder to shoulder on Molesworth’s bed, gloomily 
picking through our lunch bags 

‘I wasn’t qmte prepared for this,’ said Molesworth ‘I think 
each country should have its own dinin g car Shunt it on at the 
frontier and serve slap-up meals ’ He nibbled a hard-boiled 
egg and said, ‘Perhaps we should get together and wnte a 
letter to Cook’s ’ 

The Onent Express, once umque for its service, is now 
unique among trams for its lack of it The Indian Rajdham 
Express serves curries in its dining car, and so does the Pala- 
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staiu Khybcr Mail, the Meshed Express serves Iranian 
dneken kebab, and the train to Sapporo in Northern Japan 
smoked fish and glutinous ncc Box lunches are sold at the 
station in Rangoon, and Malaysian Railways always mclude a 
dining car that resembles a noodle stall, where you can buy 
mcc-hoon soup, and Amtrak, which I had always thought to 
be the worst railway in the world, serves hamburgers on the 
fames Whitcomb Riley (Washington-CJncago) Starvation 
akes the fun out of travel, and from this pomt of view the 
Dnent Express is more inadequate than the poorest Madrasi 
tram, where you exchange stained lunch coupons for a tm tray 
of vegetables and a quart of ncc 

Momque said, *1 hope he takes a taxi ’ 

‘Poor old chap,’ said Molesworth *110 pamcked, you see 
Started gomg backwards “You’ve got parcels,” he said, “you 
go first.” He might have got on if he hadn’t pamcked Well, 
we’ll see if he gets to Milan He should do What womes me is 
that he ndght have had a heart attack. He didn’t look well, did 
he? Did you get his name?’ 

‘DuffiU,’ I said 

’ ‘DufiSll,’ said Molesworth Tf he’s got any sense at all, he'll 
sit down and have a drink. Then he’ll get a taxi to Milan It’s 
not far, but if he pames agam he’s lost ’ 

We went on eating and dnnking E there had been a dimng 
car we would have had a simple meal and left it at that 
Because there was no dimng car we ate all the way to Milan, 
the fear of hunger produang a hunger of its own Momque 
said we were like Belgians, who ate constantly 
It was after one o’clock when we amved at Milan There 
^was no sign of DuffiU cither on the platform or m the crowded 
waitmg room. The station, modelled on a cathedral, had high 
vaulted ceilmgs, and simple signs like uscita gamed the 
metaphorical quahty of religious mottoes from their and 
dramatic posmon on the waUs, balcomes served no further 
purpose than to provide roosts for broodmg stone eagles thai 
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looked too fat to fly. We bought more lunch bags, another 
botde of wine, and the Herdd Tribune. 

‘Poor old chap,’ said Molesworth, looking around for 
DuffiU. 

‘Doesn’t look as if he’s going to make it.’ 

‘They warn you about that^ don’t they? Missing the tr^« 
You think iPs shunting, but really it’s on its way. The Orient 
Express especially. There was something in the Observer 
about it. Everyone misses it. IPs famous for that.’ 

At Car 99, Molesworth said, *1 think we’d better get aboard. 
I know I don’t want to be duffilled.’ 

Now, as we travelled to Venice, there was no hope for 
D uffiU . There v/asn’t the lightest chance of his catching up 
with us. We finished another bottle of wine and I went to my 
compartment. DuffiU’s suitcase, shopping bag, and paper par- 
cels were piled in a comer. I sat down and looked out the 
window, resisting the urge to rummage through Duffill’s 
effects for a clue to his going to Turkey. It had grown hotter; 
the com fields were baked yddow and strewn with shocks and 
stubble. Beyond Brescia, the shattered windows in a row of 
houses gave me a headache. Moments later, drugged by the 
Itahan heat, I was asleep. 

♦ 

Venice, like a drawing room in a gas station, is approached 
throu^ a vast apron of infertile industrial fladands, criss- 
crossed with black sewer troughs and stinking of oil, the 
gigantic sinks and stoves of refineries and factories, all mtimi- 
dating the delicate dwarfed city beyond. The graffiti along the 
way are professionally executed as the names of the firms; , 
MOTTA GELATI, LOTTA COMMUNISTA, AGIP, NOI 
SIAMO TUTTl ASSASSINI, RENAULT, UNITA. The 
lagoon with its luminous patches of oil shck, as if hopelessly 
retouched by Canaletto, has a yard-wide ndewrack of rubble, 
plastic bottles, broken toilet seats, raw sewage and that bone 
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white factory froth the wind beats into drifts of foam The 
edges of the aty have succumbed to mdustry’s erosion, and 
what shows are the cracked back wmdows and dereha post- 
erns of water-logged villas, a few bnttle Venetian steeples, and 
farther in, but low and almost visibly sinkmg, walls of 
spaghem-coloured stucco and red roofs over which flocks of 
ioanng swallows are teachmg pigeons to fly 
“Here we are, mother ’ The elderly American man was help- 
ing his wife down the stairs, and a porter half-earned her the 
rest of the way to the platform. Oddly appropriate, this couple 
who had seen Vemce m better days now the aty and its 
visitors were enfeebled, suffering the fatal poisorung of the 
age. But Mrs Ketchum (for that was her name it was the very 
last thing she told me) looked wounded, she walked with pam, 
usmg jomts that had turned to stone, leaning on her stick The 
Ketchums would be going to Istanbul m a few days, though it 
strack me as foolhardy, to say the least, for them to carry their 
feebleness from one remote country to another 
I handed over DufiBU’s violated belongings to the Venetian 
ControJlare and asked Him to contaa Milan and reassure 
■ DufBll He said he would, but spoke with the kmd of Itahanate 
carelessness that mocks trust. I demanded a receipt. This he 
provided, showing me his sour resignation as he slowly and 
distastefully itemzed DuflBll’s parcels on the chit. As soon as 
we left Vemce I dawed it to pieces and threw it out the 
wmdow I had asked for it only to chasten him. 

At Tneste, Molesworth discovered that the Italian con- 
duaor had mistakenly tom out all the tickets from his Cook’s 
wallet. The Italian conduaor was in Vemce, leavmg Moles- 
, worth no ticket for Istanbul, or, for that matter, Yugoslavia 
But Molesworth stayed calm. He said his strategy m such a 
situation was to say he had no money and knew only Tin glicTi 
‘That puts the ball m their court.’ 

But the new conductor was persistent. He hung by the door 
of Molesworth’s compartment He said, *¥00 no ticket.’ Moles- 
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worth didn’t reply. He poured himself a glass of wine an^l 
sipped it. ‘You no ticket.’ 

‘Your mistake, George.’ 

You,' said the conductor. He waved n ticket nt Molcsworth. 
‘You no ticket.* 

Sorry, George,’ said Molcsworth, still drinking. ‘You’ll 
have to phone Cook’.s.’ 

‘You no ticket. You pay.’ 

^ I no pay. No money.’ Molcsworth frowned and said to iuc> 
‘I do wish he’d go away.’ 

‘You cannot go.’ 

‘I go.’ 

‘No ticket 1 No go!’ 

Good God, .said Moic.sworth. Tin's argument went on for 
some tit^. Molcsworth was persuaded to go into Trieste 
a on. he conductor began to perspire. He explained the 
hr- stationraaster, who stood up and left his officcj 

fcturn Another official was found. ‘Look at the 
Molcsworth. ‘Absolutely wretched.’ That 
stumnv h ^ Venice. He rattled the pins with a 

out of ord"er^^ 'Pronto! VrontoT But the phone was 

S'"''' “P- Here - here’s some 
new tiict ’ ‘J ■’“y “ 

drra it as Ae'^nduaor snMchS' 

Now look, Georcc,’ saidl xx i * 
but before you do that, vo . ° ‘Tou get me a ticket, 
ment so I can get monpv h and write me an cndorsc- 

But aU MollwoTsId 

‘I think they’re all very naueh^*''^^ underway was, 

At Sciana, on the Yueoslfu^ 

Jugoslav policemen with naughty, 

crossed on their chests crowded black belts 

e train corndor and 




ex 
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anuned passports I showed mine The policeman pawed it, 
heked his thumb, and wiped at pages, leaving damp smudges, 
until he found my visa He passed it -back to me I tned to step 
by him to retrieve my wine glass from Molcsworth’s compart- 
ment. The policeman spread his fingers on my chest and gave 
me a shove, seeing me smmble backwards he smiled, hftmg 
^ hps over his temble teeth 

“You can imagine how these Jug policemen behave in third 
class,’ said Molesworth, m a rare display of soaal consaence 
‘“And stai she cned and still the world pursues,’” I said, 
' *' ‘Jug Jug’ to dirty cars ’’ Who says The Waste Land’s irrele- 
vant?’ 

‘Jug’ seemed uncannily exact, for outside the tram htde 
fugs froheked on the tracks, big parental Jugs crouched m 
rows, balanced on suitcases, and uniformed Jugs with leather 
pouches and truncheons strolled, smoking cvil-smclhng agai> 
ettes with the apt brand name, ‘Stop!* 

More passengers had mstaUed themselves in Car 99 at 
Venice an Armenian lady from Turkey (with a sister in 
Watertown, Massachusetts), who was travelling with her son - 
^ch time I talked to this pretty woman the boy burst mto 
tears, until I got the message and went away, an Italian nun 
With the face of a Roman emperor and traces of a moustache, 
Enneo, the nun’s brother, who was now in DuffiU’s berth, 
three Turkish men, who somehow managed to sleep m two 
berths, and a doctor from Verona. 

The doaor, a cancer specialist on his way to a cancer con- 
ference m Belgrade, made a play for Monique, who, in an 
effort to divert the man, brought him to Molesworth s com- 
;]|fiartment for a dnnk. The man sulked until the conversation 
turned to cancer, then like Wilham Burroughs Doctor Ben- 
way (‘Cancer! My first love!’), he became quite comparuon- 
ab!c as he summarized the pajjer he was going to read at the 
r conference All of us tned as well as we could to be intelhgcnt 
about cancer, but I noticed the doctor pmching Moruque’s arm 
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and, feeling that he might have located a symptom and was 
planning a more thorough examination, I said good night and 
went to bed to read Little Dorrit. I found some inspiration m 
Mr Mcagles’ saying, *Onc always begins to forgive a place as 
soon as it’s left behind,’ and, with that thought repeating in 
brain, fell into that deep slumber familiar to infants in old- 
fashioned rocker cradles and railway travellers in sleeping 
cars 

I was shaving the next morning, amazing Enneo with my 
portable electric razor as I had Duffill, when we pulled level 
with a tram that bore an enamelled plate on its side inscnbed 
MOSKVA-BEOGRAD The Direct-Oncnt halted, making i® 
couplings grunt, and Enrico dashed out of the door* This 
was Belgrade, calling attention to the fact with acronjms, 
CENTROCOOP, ATEKS, RAD, and ODC I loved, TRANSJUG. 
It was here, at Belgrade Station, that I thought I would try out 
my camera I found a group of Yugoslav peasants. Mama Jug, 
Papa Jug, Granny Jug, and a lot of little Jugs, the men had 
Halloween moustaches, and one of the women wore a green 
satm dress over a pair of men’s trousers, the granny, wearing a 
shawl that hid everything but her enormous nose, carried 84 
battered Gladstone bag. The rest of their luggage, an im- 
manageable assortment of cardboard boxes and neatJy sewn 
bales, was m the process of being transferred across the track, 
from one platform to the other. Any one of the bundles would 
have caused a derailment Migrants in Belgrade a poignant 
portrait of futihty I focused and prepared to snap, but m my 
view finder I saw the granny muttenng to the man, who 
whipped around and made a threatening gesture at me 
Farther down the platform I had another excellent chance 
A man m the uniform of a railway mspector, with a correct 
peaked cap, epaulettes, and neatly pressed trousers was walk- 
ing towards me. But the interesting and photogenic feature 
was that he earned a shoe in each hand and was in his bare 
feet. They were big splayed feet, as blunt and white as turnips. 
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I waited until he passed, and then clicked But he heard the 
dick and turned to yell a meaningful insult After that I took 
my pictures with more stealth 

Molesworth saw me idhng on the platform and said, ‘I think 
[ shall board I don’t trust this tram any more ’ 

But everyone was on the platform. Indeed, all the platforms 
at Bdgrade Station were filled with travellers, leavmg with me 
the unforgettable image of Bdgrade as a termmal where 
people wait for trains that will never amve, watching loco- 
motives endlessly shuntmg I pomted this out to Molesworth 
He said, ‘I think of it now as gemng duffiUed I don’t want ' 
to get dufiBlled ’ He hoisted himself mto Car 99 and called out, 
‘Don’t you get dufiBlled ! ’ 

We had left the Itahan conductor at Vemce, at Belgrade 
our Yugoslav conductor was replaced by a Bulgarian con- 
ductor 

‘Amencan?’ said the Bulganan as he collected my pass- 
port. 

I told him I was 
‘Agnew,’ he said, he nodded 
“You know Agnew?’ 

He grinned “He is m bad situation-’ 

Molesworth, all busmess, said, “You’re the conductor, are 
you?’ 

The Bulganan cheked his heels and made a httlc bow 
‘Wonderful,’ said Molesworth ‘Now what I want you to do 
IS clean out those botdes ’ He mononed to the floor of his 
compartment, where there was an impressive heap of wine 
bottles 

“The empty ones?’ The Bulganan smirked 
‘Qmte nght. Good pomt Carry on,’ said Molesworth, and 
jomed me at the wmdow 

The Belgrade outskirts were leafy and pleasant, and as it 
was noon by the time we had left the stanon, the labourers we 
passed had downed their tools and were sitting cross-legged in 
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shady spots by the railway line having lunch. The train was 
going so slowly, one could see the plates of sodden cabbage 
and could count the black olives in the chipped bowls These 
groups of eaters passed loaves of bread the size of footbailS) 
reducing them by hunks and scrubbing their plates with the 
pieces. 

Much later on my trip, in the bar of a Russian ship in thc^ 
Sea of Japan, on my way from the Japanese railway bazaar to " 
the Soviet one beginmng m Nakhodka, I met a jolly Yugoslav 
^ named Nikola who told me, ‘In Yugoslavia we have three 
things - freedom, women, and drinking.’ 

But not all three at the same time, surely^’ I said, hoping 
he wouldn’t take offence I was seasick at the time, and I had 
forgotten Yugoslawa, the long September afternoon I had 
spent on the tram from Belgrade to Dimitrovgrad, sitting in 

rny comer seat with a full bottle of wme and my pip^ drawing 
mcely. 


There were women, but they were old, shawled against the 
sun and yoked to green watering cans m trampled com fields 
The landscape was low and uneven, barely supporting m i® 
dust a few farm animals, maybe five motionless cows, and S' 
herdsman leaning on a stick watching them starve in the same 
way the scarecrows - two plastic bags on a bony cross-piece - 
watched the devastated fields of cabbages and peppers And 
beyond the rows of blue cabbage, a pmk pig butted the 
splintery fence of his small pen and a cow lay under a goal of 
saplings m an unused footbaU field Red peppers, as enmson 
and pointed as clusters of poinsetuas, dned m the sun outside 
arm ^nagra m distnets where farming consisted of men 
sTumblmg after oxen dragging wooden ploughs and harrows.^ 
or occasionally wobbhng on bicycles loaded with hay bales> 
Herdsmen were not simply herdsmen, they were sentries, 
guarding little flocks from marauders four cows watched by a 
woman, three grey pigs driven by a man with a truncheon, 
scrawny chickens watched by scrawny children Freedom, 
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women, and dnnfang was Nikola’s definition, and there was a 
woman in a field pausmg to tip a water bottle to her mouth, 
she swallowed and bent from the waist to continue tying up 
cornstalks Large ochre squashes sat plumply in fields of 
withermg vines, people priming pumps and swinging buckets 
out of wells on long poles, tall narrow haystacks, and pepper 
fields m so many stages of ripeness I first took them for flower 
r^gardens It is a feelmg of utter qmetness, deep rural isolation 
the train briefly penetrates It goes on without a change for 
hours, this afternoon in Yugoslavia, and then all people disap- 
pear and the effea is cene roads without cars or bicycles, 
cottages with empty windows at the fringes of empty fields, 
trees heavy with apples and no one picking them- Perhaps it’s 
the wrong tune - 3 30, perhaps it’s too hoL But where are the 
people who stacked that hay and set those peppers so carefully 
to dry? The train passes on — that’s the beauty of a tram, this 
heedless movement - but it passes on to more of the same Six 
leat beehives, a derehet steam engme with wild flowers gar- 
andmg its smokestack, a stalled ox at a level crossmg In the 
leat haze of the afternoon my compartment grows dusty, and 
iown at the front of the tram Turks he all over their seats, 
ileepmg with their mouths open and children wakeful on dieir 
stomachs At each nver and bridge there were square bnck 
nnplacements, hlce Croauan copies of MartcUo towers, jjocked 
by bombs Then I saw a man, headless, bent over m a field, 
camouflaged by cornstalks that were taller than he, I won- 
dered if I had missed all the others because they were made so 
Uny by their crops 

There was a drama outside NB At a road near the track a 
powd of people fought to look at a horse, still m its traces and 
nltchcd to an overloaded wagon, l)nng dead on its side in a 
mud puddle in which the wagon was obviously stuck. I im- 
agined Its hcan had burst when it tned to free the wagon. And 
It had just happened children were calhng to thar fnends, a 
man was dropping his bike and running back for a look, and 
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farther along a man pissing against a fence was straining to 
the horse. The scene was composed like a Hemish painting^ 
which the pissmg man was a vivid detail. The train, ^ 
window frame holdmg the scene for moments, made it 
picture The man at the fence flicks the last droplets from 
penis and, tuckmg it m his baggy pants, begins to sprint, 
picture is complete. 


*I hate sightseemg,’ said Molesworth. We were at the com o) 
window and I had just been reprimanded by a Yugos 
pohceman for snappmg a picture of a steam locomotive that 
in the late afternoon sun, and the whirh'ng dust the thousan ' 
of homeward-bound commuters had raised crossing the r 
way hnes, stood amidst a magnificent exhalation of hlu£ 
vapours minglmg with clouds of gold gnats Now we were iii^| 
rocky gorge outside Nis, on the way to Dimitrovgrad, the clin. 
rising as we moved and holdmg occasional symmetries, hK< 
remamders of inteUigent brickwork m the battlements of J 
ruined castle The sight of this seemed to tire Molesworth, anc 
I th ink he felt called upon to explam his fatigue ‘All tha 
trampmg around with guidebooks,’ he said after a moment ‘It 
those horrible crocodiles of tourists, m and out of churches 
museums, and mosques No, no, no. I just like to be still, 
a comfortable chair. Do you see what I mean? I like to absorl 
a country ’ 

He was drinking We were both dnnkmg, but drink madt 
him reflective and it made me hungry. All I had had to eai 
during the day was a cheese bun m Belgrade, an envelope ol 
pretzels, and a sour apple The sight of Bulgana, with i^ 
decrepit houses and skmny goats, did not make me hopeful ol 
a good meal at Sofia Station, and at the fearfully named towr 
of Dragoman a number of people, includmg several from Cai 
99, were taken ofl the tram because they hadn’t had cholera 
shots. Italy, the Bulgarians said, was stneken 
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I found the Bulgarian conduaor and asked him to desenbe 
lor me a typical Bulganan mcah Then I wrote down the 
Bulganan words for the dehcaaes he had mentioned cheese, 
potatoes, bread, sausages, salad with beans, and so forth. He 
assured me that there would be food in Sofia. 

This IS an awfully slow tram,’ said Molesworth as the 
Hirect-Onent creaked through the darkness Here and there 
iwas a yellow lantern, a fire far oS, a hght m a hut at a remote 
halt trfiere, barely visible, the stationmaster could be seen five 
paces from his hut, presentmg his flag to the dawdhng 
express. 

I showed Molesworth my list of Bulganan foods, and said I 
planned to buy what was obtainable at Sofia, it would be our 
last mght on the Direct-Onent — we deserved a good meal. 

That should be very useful,’ said Molesworth ‘Now, what 
are you gomg to use for money?’ 

*I haven’t the shghtest idea,’ I said 
They use die lev here, you know But the snag is, I couldn’t 
find a quotation for it. My bank manager said it was one of 
those hopeless currenaes - 1 suppose it’s not really money at 
‘dl, just pieces of paper ’ From the way he talked I could tell 
he wasn’t hungry He went on, *1 always use plastic. Plastic’s 
incredibly usefuL’ 

‘Plastic?’ 

“Well, these thin gs ’ He set his dnnk down and took out a 
wad of credit cards, shuffled them, and read their names 
■Do you think the Bardaycard has hit Bulgana yet?’ 

‘Let’s hope so,’ he said. ‘But if not, I still have some lire 
left.’ 

It was after eleven at night vthen we pulled mto Sofia, and, 
as Molesworth and I leaped o5 the tram, die conductor told us 
to hurry ‘Fifteen min utes, maybe ten ’ 

“You said we’d have a half-hour 1’ 

“But we are runiung late now Don’t talk — hurry I ’ 

We quick-marched down the platform, searching for food 
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There was a cafeteria with a mob at the counter and then 
no thin g rnore except, at the far end of the platform, a 
with a steammg metal pushcart. He was bald. He held a sm , 
paper bag m one hand and with the other he flipped open 
several tabernacles of his pushcart and stabbed at white buns 
and red, dripping sausages, the size of bananas, with pink meat 
showmg m shghtly burst seams There were three custonae^ 
ahead of us He served them, takmg his time, urgmg buns an 
sausages mto the bags with his busy fork. When my turn came 
I showed him two fingers, changed my mind, three fingers 
bagged three of each. ^ 

‘The same agam,’ said Molesworth and handed him a 1 
hre note. 

‘No, no,’ said the man; he pushed my dollar away and at e 
same time took my bag from me and put it on the pushcart. 

‘He won’t take our money,’ said Molesworth. 

‘Banfefl, banka,* said the man. 

‘He wants us to get change ’ 

‘This is a dollar,’ I said ‘Take the whole thing ’ 

‘He won’t wear it,’ said Molesworth. ‘Where’s your banka, 
eh?’ 

The bald man pomted to the station. We ran m the direc- 
tion his finger was pomting and foimd a teller’s cage where a 
long hne of disconsolate people stood clutchmg pieces of paper 
and lacking their luggage as the hne mched forward 

‘I think we’ll have to give this up as a bad job,’ said Moles- 
worth 

‘I’m dying for one of those sausages ’ 

‘Unless you want to get dufiBlled,’ said Molesworth, ‘you 
should get back on the tram I think I shall ’ 

Wc did and minutes later the whistle blew and the Bul- 
garian darkness swallowed Sofia. Ennco, seeing us empty- 
handed, got Italian crackers from his sister, the nun, and gave 
them to us; the Armenian lady presented a slab of cheese and 
even sal with us and had a dnnk, until her son wandered in 
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wearing a pair of pyjamas He saw his mother laughmg, he 
burst mto tears ‘Now I go,’ she said, and went Momque had 
gone to bed, so had Ennco Car 99 was asleep, but we were 
picking up speed ‘And we’re not badly oflE,’ said Molesworth, 
shcmg the cheese ‘Two more bottles of wme - that’s one 
apiece - and stfll some Orvieto to jOnish Cheese and biscmts 
•Ve can call it a late supper’ We went on dnnkmg, and 
dolesworth talked of India, how he had gone out for the first 
line on a P & O hner with thousands of enlisted men, tough 
nineworkers from the Durham coal fields Molesworth and his 
ellow officers had plenty to dnnk, but the lower ranks were 
battened down. After a month they ran out of beer There 
were fights, the men were mutmous, ‘and by the time we 
reached Bombay most of them were m chains But I got an 
^tra pip on my shoulder for behaving myself ’ 

“This is the idea,’ said Molesworth The tram was racing, 
and he was uncorkmg the last bottle ‘It’s usually a good rule 
to dnnk the wme of the country you’re passmg through ’ JHe 
glanced out the wmdow mto the blackness ‘I suppose that’s 
still Bulgana. What a great pity ’ 

* 

Large grey dogs, a pack of seven, presumably wild, were 
chasmg across the harsh steppes of northwestern Turkey, bark- 
ing at the tram They woke me m Thrace, which Nagel calls 
‘rather unattractive’, and wiien the wild dogs slackened their 
pace and fell behind the fleemg tram there was htde else to see 
but a dreary monotony of unambitious hills The occasional 
army posts, the men shovdlmg sugar beets caked with dirt mto 
^stecl hoppers, and the absence of trees made the dreanness 
emphatic And I couldn’t bear those hairless hills Edimc 
(Adnanople) was to the north, Istanbul snll four hours away, 
but we travelled over the steppes, stoppmg at only the smallest 
stanons, an unremarkable journey across a barren landscape 
fcaturclessness is the stepjics’ smgle attribute, and, havmg said 
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that, and assigned it a shade of brown, there is nothing more to 
say. 

And yet I hung by the window, hoping to be surprised. We 
passed another station. I searched it for a detail, it repeated 
fifty previous stations and this repetition kept it out of focus. 
But just past It was a garden plot and, next to that, three 
turkeys, moving with that clockwork bustle charartenstic ofv 
fowl. 

‘Look!’ Molesworth had seen them. 

I nodded. 

‘Turkeys In Turkey V he exclaimed. *1 wonder if that's 
why they’re called 

But It isn’t These birds got their name from African guinea 
fowl which, imported through Istanbul, were called turkey 
cocks. We discussed this over our morning dnnk for the next 
hour or two, and it struck me that, for a man with a wife and 
children, I was embarked on a fairly aimless enterpnse, the 
lazy indulgence of travel for its own sake. 

The great express from Pans became a doubtful and irri- 
tating Turkish local once it got to Istanbul’s outskirts, stop- 
ping at every station simply to give conductors a chance to fooln! 
with notebooks m the Turkish Qapham Juncuons and Scars- 
dales. 

On the right-hand side of the train was the Sea of Marmara, 
where freighters with rusty hulls and fishing boats with the 
contours of scimitars lay surrounded by caiques in the ghtter- 
mg water On our left the suburbs were passing, altenng every 
fifty yards scattered tent settlements and fishing villages gave 
way to high-nse apartment houses, with shacks at their anWes; 
then a shantytown on an outcrop of rock, bungalows where it/ 
levelled out, and an uneven terrace of wooden houses topphng^ 
grandly from a cliff - a style of building (the falling, un- 
painted, three-decker' house) favoured in Somerville, Massa- 
chusetts, as well as in Istanbul. It takes a while to realize that 
what are represented m these vastly different buildmg styles 
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acre of mellow carpet, black panelling, and rococo carving on 
the walls and ceilings, where cupids patiently smile and flake. 
Overhead are comphcated chandehers, hke giant wind chimes 
in crystal, and past the ballroom’s marble pillars and potted 
palms IS the mahogany bar, hung with excellent copies of 
mediocre French paintmgs. This palace, which from the out- 
side looks no more imposing than the Qiarlestown Savings 
Bank in Boston, is run by small dark men who look as if theyr 
belong to several generations of the same family, and each 
wears a courtly smirk under his moustache as he gives French 
rephes to Enghsh questions. Happily, the hotel is a charitable 
foundation, accordmg^ to the wishes of the late owner, a 
Turkish philanthropist the profits of your princely spendmg, 
every volupmous excess, improve the lot of needy Turks, 

My first day m the city I spent obsessively walkmg, like a 
man released on a sudden from the closeness of a long cap- 
tivity The smgle penalty of the train, for a rambler like me, is 
this depnvation of walkmg As the days passed I slowed down 
and, with Nagel’s Turkey m my hand, began sightseemg, an 
activity that dehghts the truly idle because it seems so much 
hke scholarship, gawping and eavesdroppmg on antiqmty, flat- 
termg oneself with the notion that one is discovermg the past 
when really one is inventmg it, usmg a gmdebook as a scenano 
of swift notations But how should one see Istanbul^ Gwyn 
Wi lli a m s m his Turkey, A Traveller’s Guide and History 
recommends * 

A day for walls and fortifications, a few days m pursuit of 
aqueducts and cisterns m and outside the city, a week for 
palaces, another for museums, a day for columns and towers, 
weeks for churches and mosques Days may be spent or\ 
tombs and cemeteries and the d^cor of death will be found to be 
gayer than one thought . 

After those exhausting forays death itself, never rnin d the 
d6cor, would seem fairly gay. In any case, I had "a tram to 
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catch, so I poked m a few comers and satisfied myself that diis 
was a aty I would gladly return to In the Topkapi harem I 
was shown the quarters of the black eunuchs Outside each cell 
were vanous instruments of torture, thumbscrews, lashes, and 
so forth But punishments, accordmg to the guide, were not 
always elaborate I pressed her for an example 

‘TTiey hang them up and beat them on their feet,’ she said 
A Frenchman turned to me and asked, “Is she talking m 
English?’ 

She was, and also m German, but she gave to both langu- 
ages Turkish rhythms and fncatives No one seemed to min d 
this, however, and most of the people simply shuffled back 
and forth, saymg, ‘How’d you like to have one of those?’ In 
the jewel room the remark acquired a cunous uony, smee most 
of the jewels on the daggers and swords are fakes, the real ones 
havmg been pilfered years ago The average air fare to Istan- 
bul would undoubtedly buy the whole Topkapi treasury, 
though the Turks insist, for patriotic reasons, that those egg- 
sized emeralds are genuine, just as they msist that the 
footpnnt of Mohammed m the sacred museum across the 
courtyard is really that of the Prophet. If so, he may have 
been the only Arab m history to wear a size 14 tnpIe-E 
sandaL 

Stranger than this, but manifesdy true, is the story behmd 
the mosaic m an upper gallery of Samt Sofia, which depicts 
the Empress ZoS (980-1050) and her third husband, Con- 
stantme Monomachus. Constantme’s face has the masklike 
[quality of Gertrude Stem’s m the famous Picasso portrait. 
Indeed, the face of Constantme was put m this mosaic after 
j Zoi’s first husband, Romanus IH, died or was exiled But the 
best mosaics are not m ±e grand churches and mosques of 
central IstanbuL They are m a tmy crumblmg dirt-coloured 
building called the Kanye Camii m the outskirts of the aty 
Here, the mosaics are wonderfully supple and human, and the 
millions of httle dies have the effect of brush strokes Chnst 
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seems to breathe^ and the Virgin in one fresco looks exactly 
like Virginia Woolf. 

That afternoon, anxious to have a look at the Asian side o 
Istanbul and prepared to buy my tram ticket to TeheraHj 
took the ferry across the Bosporus to Haydarpasa* The sea 
was unexpectedly calm. I had thought, havmg read Don 
Juan^ that it would be rough . 


There’s not a sea the passenger e’er pukes in, 

Turns up more dangerous breakers than the Euxine 

But that IS farther up the Bosporus. Here the sea was mirror- 
smooth, and Haydarpasa Station, a heavy dark Europe^ 
building with a clock and two blunt spires, was reflected in it. 
The station is an mcongruous gateway to Asia It was built in 
1909, from the designs of a German architect who apparently 
assumed that Turkey would soon be part of a German empire 
in which, in stations hke this, subject peoples would loyally be 
eating sausages The intention seems to have been to put up a 
building in which the portrait of the Kaiser could be hung and 
not look out of place 

‘Teheran gitmek tchm htr btlei tsttyorum,* I said to the girl , 
at the counter, glancmg at my phrase book for courage 

*We do not sell tickets on Sunday,’ she said m English 
‘Come tomorrow.’ 

Because I was on the nght side of the Bosporus, I walked 
from the station to the Sehmiye Barracks, where Florence 
Nightmgale tended gangrenous soldiers during the Crimean 
War. I asked the sentry if I could go m He said, ‘Night- 
mgale?’ I nodded He said her room was closed on Sunday 
and directed me to the cemetery at Cskudar, Istanbul’s largest 
necropohs. 

It was on the way to t3'skudar that I had an insight into 
what had, up to then, been bothermg me about Turkey The 
father of the Turks, which is what his surname means, was 
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Mustafa Kemal Atatuik, and everywhere one goes m Turkey 
one sees photographs, portraits, and statues of him, he is on 
billboards, stamps, coins - always the same wmcmg banker’s 
profile His name is given to streets and plazas and it enters 
nearly every conversation one has m the country The face has 
become emblematic, the shape of a softenmg star, with the 
- suggestions of a nose and dun, and is ubiquitous as the 
' simplified character ±e Chmese use to frighten devils away 
Atatuik came to power m 1923, declared Turkey a repubhe, 
and, by way of modernization, dosed down all rehgious 
schools, dissolved dervish orders, and mtroduced the Latm 
alphabet and the Swiss avil code He died m 1938, and that 
was my insight modernization stopped m Turkey with the 
death of Ataturk, at five mmutes past nme on 10 November 
1938 As if to demonstrate this, the room m which he died is as 
he left It, and all the docks m the palace show the time as 
9 05 This seemed to explam why the Turks typically dress 
the way people did m 1938, m hairy brown sweaters and 
argyle socks, m baggy pmstnped pants and blue serge suits 
with padded shoulders, flappmg wmglike lapels and a three- 
^ pointed hanky m the breast pocket Their hair is wavy with 
bnlhantme and their moustaches are waxed The hemlmes on 
the brown gabardme skirts the women habitually wear are 
below the knees, about two mches It is prewar modermty, and 
you don’t have to look far to see 1938 Packards, Dodges, and 
Ponuacs lumbering along streets that were last widened when 
those models apjicared The furniture stores of Istanbul show 
their latest designs m the wmdow - boxy over-upholstered 
chairs and clawfoot sofas All this leads one to the mescapable 
conclusion that, if the zemtb of Ottoman elegance was the 
sixteenth-cenmty reign of Suleiman the Magnificent, the high- 
water mark of the modem was m 1938, when Ataturk was suU 
modelhng Turkish styhshness on the timid designs of the West 
‘Why, that’s awfully clever of you,’ said Molesworth, when I 
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rang hitn up to explain this to him. Then he changed the 
subject. He was enjoying Tarabya; the weather was perfect. 
‘Come up for lunch. The taxi will cost the earth but I can 
promise you a very good wine. It*s called either CanMa or 
Anida. It’s dry, white, with a slight twinkle - a pinlq^ colour, 
but definitely not a ros6, because I hate ros6 and this was very 
drinkable mdeed.’ 

I could not meet Molesworth for lunch. I had a previous 
engagement, my single duty in Istanbul, a luncheon lecture 
arranged by a helpful American embassy man. I couldn’t 
cancel it . I had a hotel bill to pay. So I went to the conference 
room where about twenty Turks were having a prelecture 
dnnk; I was told they were poets, playwrights, novelists, and 
academics. The first man I spoke to was the most pompous, 
the president of the Turkish Literary Union, a Mr Ercumena 
Behxat Lav, a name I found as hard to conjure with as to 
pronounce. He had a look of spurious eminence - white- 
haired, with tmy feet, and an unwilling gaze that was dis- 
dainful m an overpractised way. He smoked with the squinting 
disgust people affect when they are on the verge of giving up 
smoking. I asked him what he did. 

‘He says he does not speak English,’ said Mrs Nur, my 
pretty translator. The president had spoken and looked away. 
‘He prefers to speak in Turkish, thou^ he will speak to you in 
German or Italian.’ 

*Va bene^ I said. *Allora, parltamo tn lialiano. Ma dovi 
tmparava questa Itnguay 

The president addressed Mrs Nur in Turkish. 

‘He says, “Do you speak German?” ’ 

‘Not very well.’ 

The president said some thin g more. 

‘He will speak Turkish ’ 

‘Ask 1^ what he does. Is he a writer?’ 

This, said the man through Mrs Nur, ‘is a completely 
meamngless question. One cannot say m a few words what one 
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does or is That takes months, sometimes years I can tell you 
my name. Beyond that you have to find out for yourself ’ 

‘Tell him he’s too much work,’ I said, and walked away I 
fell mto conversation with the head of the English Department 
of Istanbul Umvensty, who mtroduced me to his colleague 
Both wore tweeds and stood rockmg on their heels, the way 
English academics si 2 e up new members of the Semor Com- 
mon Room 

■He’s another old Cantabngian,’ said the head, slappmg his 
colleague on the back. ‘Same college as me Fitzbill ’ 
..^itzwilham College?’ 

‘TSaPs^^EtriSough I haven’t been back there for donkey’s 
years ’ 

‘What do you teach?’ I asked 

‘Everythmg from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf’ 

It seemed as if everyone had rehearsed his Imes except me 
As I was thinkmg of a reply, I was seized by the arm and 
dragged away m a very powerful grip The man draggmg me 
was tall and stoutly built, bull-ncckcd, with a great jaw His 
palely tmted glasses did not qmte hide his nght eye, which was 
lead and looked like a vnthered grape He talked rapidly m 
Turkish as he husded me mto the comer of the room. 

‘He says,’ Mrs Nur said, trymg to keep up with us, ‘he 
always captures beautiful girls and good wnters He wants to 
talk to you.’ 

This was Yashar Kemd, the author of Mehmet My Hawk, 
the only Turkish novel I could ever remember havmg read It 
is thought that before long he will be awarded the Nobel Prize 
for hterature. He had, he said, just returned from a visit to the 
Soviet Umon where he had been lectunng with his fnend, 
Aziz Nesm He bad addressed audiences m Moscow, Lenm- 
grad, Baku, and Alma-Ata. 

‘At my lectures I said many tcmble thmgs ! They hated me 
and they were very upset For example, I said that soaahst 
realism was ann-Mamst This I believe. I am a Marxist I 
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know. All the writers in the Soviet Union except Sholokhov 
are anti-Marxist They did not want to hear this terrible thing. 
I told them, “Do you want to know the greatest Marxist 
writer?” Then I said, “Wilham Faulkner!” They were very 
upset. Yes, Sholokhov is a great wnter, but Faulkner was a 
much greater Marxist.’ 

I said I didn’t think Faulkner would have agreed with him. 
He ignored me and pressed on 

‘And the greatest comic writer, of course we all know — 
Mark Twam But the next greatest is Aziz Nesm And don’t 
think I’m saying that simply because we’re both Turkish or 
because he’s my best friend ’ 

Aziz Nesm, who was across the room mournfully mbbhng 
an Amencan embassy vol-au-^ent, has written fifty-eight 
books. Most are collections of short stories. They are said to be 
hilarious, but none has been translated mto Enghsh 

‘I have no doubt about it,’ Yashar said. ‘Aziz Nesm is a 
greater comic wnter than Anton Chekhov ! ’ 

Aziz Nesm, hearmg his name, looked up and smiled sadly. 
‘Come to my house,’ said Yashar. ‘We go s wimmin g, eh? 
Eat some fiish? I will tell you the whole story.’ 

♦ 

*How will I find your house?’ I had asked Yashar the previous 
day. He said, ‘Ask any child. The old people don’t know me, 
but aU the htde ones do. I make kites for them.’ 

I took him at his word, and when I arrived at the apartment 
block on a bluff above a Marmara fishin g village called Men- 
akse, I asked a fairly small child the way to Yashar’s house. 
The child pointed to the top floor. 

The disorder m Yashar’s apartment was that comfortable 
httermg and stackmg that only another wnter can recognize as 
order — the considered scatter of papers and books a wnter 
builds around himself until it acqmres the cosy sohdity of a 
nest. On several of Yashar’s shelves were editions of his own 
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^ks in thirty languages, the English ones had been translated 
by his wife, ThOda, whose narrow desk hdd an open Sliorti^ 
Oxford English Dictionary 

Yashar had just been interviewed by a Swedish newspaper 
He showed me the article, and although I could not read it,^c 
word Nobelpreiskandidate caught my eye 1 commented on 

•Yes, said Thflda, who mterpreted my quesnons and Yas- 
har’s rephes, ‘it’s possible. But they feel it’s Graham Greene’s 
turn now ’ 

‘My fnnt,’ said Yashar, hearing Greene’s name. He placed 
his hairy hand on his hcan when he said it. 

Graham Greene seemed to have a lot of friends on this route. 
But Yashar knew many other wnters and he slapped his heart 
as he listed them WOham Saroyan was his friend, and so were 
Erskmc Caldwell, Angus Wilson, Robert Graves, and James 
Baldwm, whom he caUed ‘Jimmy’ - he reminded me that 
Another Country had been wntten m a luxurious Istanbul 
villx 

‘I can’t face gomg swunmmg,’ said Thilda. She was a 
pauent, mtelhgent woman who spoke English so weU I didn’t 
dare to comphment her on it for fear she might say, as 
Thurber did on a sunflar occasion, *1 ought to - I spent forty 
years m Columbus, Ohio, workmg on it like a dog ’ Thilda 
sees to the practical side of his affairs, negotiaung contracts 
answermg letters, explammg Yashar’s harangues about the 
sociahst paradise he envisions, that Soviet pastoral where the 
workers own the means of producuon and complete sets of 
Faulkner 

It was unfortunate that Thflda didn’t come swimming with 
us because it meant three hours of talkmg pidgin English, an 
acuvity that Yashar must have found as fatiguing as I did 
Carrying our bathmg trunks, we walked down the dusty hill to 
the beach Yashar pomted out the fishing village and said he 
was plannmg a senes of stones based on the life there. On the 
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way, we met a small quivenng man with a shaven head and the 
regulation rumpled thirties suit Yashar shouted a greeting at 
him. The man crept over and grabbed Yashar’s hand and tried 
to kiss It, but Yashar, by jerking his own hand, turned tirs 
servihty mto a handshake. They spoke together for a while, 
then Yashar slapped the man on the back and sent him totter- 
mg away. 

‘His name Ahmet,’ said Yashar He put his thumb to his 
mouth and tilted his hand ‘He drunk ’ 

We changed at a swimming club where some men were sun- 
nmg themselves. In the water I challenged him to a race. He 
won It easily and splashed water at me as I struggled in his 
wake. The previous day he had looked hke a bull, but now, 
swinlmmg, his bulk makmg the water foam at his arms, he had 
the movement of a mature sea monster, with hairy shoulders 
and a thick neck, and he surfaced roaring as his vast head 
dripped The champion swimmers - he claimed to be one - all 
came, he said, from Adana, his birthplace m South Anatoha. 

‘I love my country,’ he said, meaning Anatoha ‘I love iL 
Taurus Mountams Plains Old villages Cotton Eagles 
Oranges The best horses - very long horses.’ He put his hand 
on his heart ‘I love ’ 

We talked about writers. loved Chekhov; Whitman was 
a good man, Poe was also f^^at Melville was good’ every 
year Yashar read Moby Dick, and Don Quixote, ‘and Hom- 
enis’ We were pacmg up and down m the hot sun on the 
beach front, and Yashar cast a giant shadow over me that 
eliminated any danger of my gettmg sunburned He didn’t like 
Joyce, he said ^Ulysses — too simple Joyce is a very simple 
man, not like Faulkner Listen I am mterested m form New 
form. I hate traditional form. Novehst who use traditional 
form is’ — he fumbled for a word — ‘is dirt ’ 

I don t speak English,’ he said after a moment ‘Kurdish I 
speak, and Turkish, and gypsy language But I don’t speak 


The Direct-Onent Express 55 


‘Barbarian languages?’ 

•English! German! Yal French! All the barbanan - Ashe 
spoke, there was a shout One of the men sunmng himself m a 
beach chair called Yashar over and showed him an item m a 


newspaper 

Returmng, he said, T ablo^ ^Jeruda is dead ’ 

Yashar insisted on stoppmg at the fishmg village on the way 
back. About fifteen men sat outside a caf6 Seemg Yashar, 
they leaped to their feet and Yashar greeted each one with a 
bear hug One was a man of eighty, he wore a ragged shirt and 
his trousers were tied with a piece of rope He was deeply 
tanned, barefoot, and toothless Yashar said he had no home. 
The man slept m his caique every mght, whatever the weather, 
and^he had done so for forty years ‘So he has his caique and 
sleeps m it too’ These men, and one we met later on the 
steep path (Yashar kissed him carefully on each cheek before 
mtrodudng him to me), obviously looked upon Yashar as a 
celebnty and regarded him with some awe 

‘These my fnends,’ said Yashar ‘I hate wnters, I love 
fishermen ’ But there was a distance Yashar had attempted to 
overcome it with clowmng mtunacy, yet the distance remamed. 
In the atmosphere of the caf6 one would never take Yashar - 
twice as big as any of the others and dressed like a golf 
pro - for a &herman, neither would one take him for a wnter 
on the prowL There, he looked like a local character, part of 
the scenery and yet m contrast to it 
It seemed to me that his resdess generosity led him mto 
contradictions My conclusion did not make my understandmg 
any easier Over lunch of fned red mullet and white wme 
Y^ar talked about prison, Turkey, his books, his plans He 
had been to jail, Thilda had served an even longer jail 
sentence, thar daughter-m-law was m jail at the moment. 
This girl’s crime, according to Thilda, was that she had been 
found makmg soup m the house of a man who had once been 
wanted for qiystioiung m connection with a pohucal offence It 
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was no good expressing disbelief at the muddled story. Tur- 
key, the Turks say, is not like other places, though, after des- 
cribing in the dour Turkish way the most incredible horrors of 
torture and cruelty, they invite you to come and spend a year 
there, assuring you the whole time that you’ll love the place. 

Yashar’s own characteristics were even stranger. A Kurd, he 
is devoted to Turkey and will not hear of secession; he is an 
ardent supporter of both the Soviet government and Solz- 
henitsyn, which is something hke rooting for the devil as well 
as Daniel Webster; he is a Muslim Marxist, his wife is a Jew, 
and the only foreign country he likes better than Russia is 
Israel, ‘my garden’. With the physique of a bull and the 
gentleness of a child, he maintains in the same breath that 
Yoknapatawpha County has an eternal glory and that the 
Kremlin’s commissars ace visionary archangels. His convic- 
tions defy reason, and at times they are as weirdly unexpected 
as the blond hair and freckles you see m Asia Minor. But Yas- 
har’s complexity is the Turkish character on a large scale. 

I told Molesworth this at our farewell lunch. He was scepti- 
cal. ‘I’m sure he’s a marvellous chap,’ he said. ‘But you want 
to be careful with the Turks. They were neutral durmg the 
war, you know, and if they’d bad any backbone at all they 
would have been on our side.* 
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The Van Golii (T-ake Van’) Express 


1 BEG you to look at this scroll and look at me,’ said the 
antique dealer m Istanbul’s Covered Bazaar He flapped the 
decaymg silk scroll at his ears *¥00 say the scroll is stamed 
and dirty 1 Yes 1 It is stained and dirty 1 I am forty-two years 
old and bald on my head and many wrinkles This scroll is 
not forty-two years old - it is two hundred years old, and you 
won’t buy it because you say it is stamed I What do you ex- 
pect? Brand shmy new one? You are cheating me 1 ’ 

He rolled it up and stuck it under my arm, and steppmg 
behmd the counter he sighed ‘Okay, cheat me It is early m 
the mormng Take it for four hundred liras ’ 

‘Olmas,’ I said, and handed it back I had expressed only a 
pohte curiosity m the scroll, but he had taken this for canny 
mtercst, and each time I tned to walk away he reduced his 
pnce by half, beheving my lack of enthusiasm to be a wily 
bargainmg ploy 

Fmally I broke away I had overslept. I was hungry, and I 
had provisions to buy for my tnp on the Lake Van Express, 
which had a reputation for runmng out of food and amvmg at 
the Iraman border as much as ten days late Food was on my 
rrund for another reason I had mtended to sample some dishes 
mentioned m Nagel The names tempted me, and, as I would 
be leaving on the afternoon tram, this was my last chance to 
try them I had drawn up a menu for myself This mcluded 
‘The Imam Famted’ (Imam Baytldt, a kmd of ratatomlle), 
‘Vizier’s Fmgcr’ (Vesir Parmagi), ‘His Majesty Liked It* 
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(Hunkar Begendt)^ and two irresistible ones, ‘Lady’s Thigh’ 
{Kadin Badu) and ‘Lady’s Navel’ {Kadin Bobegi). 

There wasn’t enough time for me to try more than the last 
two I stopped at a coffee shop on my way to the ferry and 
wondered if the Turks’ taste in anatomy was revealed m their 
choice of names the thigh was meaty, the navel sweet. At 
twenty cents each they were a good deal cheaper and probably 
a lot safer than their namesakes arrayed after midnight in the 
alleys off Istikial Caddesi. To the braying of saxophones m the 
dimly ht taverns, these alley cats pluck at your sleeve as you 
pick your way along the steep cobbled footpath But I was 
resolute I never got closer to a lady’s thigh in Istanbul than 
the pastry with the euphemistic name. Besides, I had been 
warned ^at most of the alley cats were transvestites who, 
durmg the day, worked as crew members on the Bosporus 
ferries. 

I beheved that when the epicene voice of a youth m a sailor 
smt, addressing me sweetly as Effendi, urged me to hurry as I 
boarded the ferry for my last trip to Haydarpasa. I found the 
upper deck and sorted out my provisions . I had cans of tuna 
fish, beans and stuffed grape leaves, several cucumbers and a 
lump of white goat’s cheesy as well as crackers, pretzels, and 
three botdes of wme - one botde for each day to Lake Van I 
also took with me three cartons of whipped yogurt, which they 
call ayrariy said to be the traditional dnnk of Turkish shejj- 
herds. 

But I needn’t have bothered, for while the Lake Van Ex- 
press was standmg at Haydarpasa Station I spotted the dinmg 
car I found my compartment, then went to the dinmg car for 
lunch and watched the activity on the platform. Groups of 
hippies, like small clans of tribesmen setting out for a baraza 
or new pastures, fought past soberly dressed Turkish famihes. 
Minutes later, Turks and hippies foimd themselves m the same 
third-class compartments, quarrellmg over wmdow seats. The 
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Steam locomotives, used by Turlosh Railways for short runs, 
were being stoked at the platform, they poured soot over 
boardmg passengers and darkened the sky with smoke, mvme 
the German station a German atmosphere ^ ^ 

It was pleasant to be eatmg, drmkmg, readmg Little Domt. 
md moving east once agam on a railway bazaar that would 
brmg me to the shores of Turkey's largest lake And I w^ 
^ured by what I saw of Turkish Raflways the tram ^ 
long and solid, the sleepmg car was newer than the wacon-ltr 
on the Direct-Onent, the dinmg car had fresh flowers on the 
tables and was well stocked with wine and beer It was three 
days to I^e Va^ five to Teheran, and I was supremely ^ 
fortable 1 went back to my compartment and propped myself 
at the window - a cool comer seat - and was lulled by the feel 
of Asia rumbhng under the wheels ^ ^ 

We approached the coast and balanced there, on the eastern 
most shore of the Sea of Marmara, stopping at the ouflymR 
towm of Kanal and Gebze (where Hanmbal committed 
^lade) and then to the Gulf of Izmit, flecked with the W 
lighted eddies of sunset. It grew dark and we were inland 
^velhng towards Ankara. Our stops were briefer and Ics^ 
frequent, and at these stanons btile men in cloth caps, figures 
of discouragement, ahghted from the tram with roped bundles 
and, once clear of the stairs, dropped their bundles and looked 
for the next tram I watched them as we pulled out, taking the 
light with us, untd the only visible thing about them were 
their agarettes, bright from their impatient puffing Most 
provmcial stanons had outdoor cafis, full of white chairs and 
tables and green floodht trees The people drinking m them 
arc not travellers, they are locals who have come down to the 
stanon after dinner to spend the evening watching the trains 

goby The Lake Van Express IS an event for the caf^ as soon 

as we leave, the hulking fellow shifts m his seat and, pomnng 
over his coffee cup, calls to the waiter m the white jacket, who 
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is momentarily fixed into a posture of concentration by the 
express. He hears the man’s voice and comes alive, patting the 
small towel on his forearm and starting towards the table, pre- 
paring to bow. 

^Guten Abend ’ There was a Turk at the door to my com- 
partment He did not speak Enghsh, he said, but he knew 
some German. He had spent a year assembhng cars in 
Munich. He was sorry to bother me, but his friend had a few 
questions His friend, an old man who spoke no language but 
his own, stood just behind him They entered the compartment 
timidly; then the German-speaker started in Why was I 
alone in the compartment? Where was I going? Why did I 
leave my wife behmd? Did I like Turkey? Why was my hair 
so long? Was everyone’s hair that long at home? The ques- 
tions ceased The old man had picked up Little Domt and was 
tunung the pages, marvelling at the tiny prmt and weighmg 
the 900-page volume m his hand. 

I felt I had earned a right to ask them the same questions 
they had asked me, but I hesitated. They were fresh from the 
meal they’d had in their compartment and carried an aroma of 
sour vegetables mto mme They were eyemg my gin. Their fly 
buttons were imdone, and now I could understand why these 
buttons were called ‘Turkish medals’ by British soldiers in the 
First World War. The old man kept moistening his finger with 
spittle and smeanng it on my book 

Children’s faces appeared at the door; one youngster began 
to cry, and my annoyance was complete I asked for my book 
back and evicted them. I bolted the door and slept In my 
dream I was trymg to fly, pumpmg my arms against a stiff 
wmd that held me like a kite as I tried to rise from the ground. 
But I remained skimming horizontally the way a coot moves 
across the water, flapping wildly, but draggmg my toes I had 
this dream several times a week for three months, but it took a 
lungful of opium m Vientiane to get me airborne. 
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There were only Turks m the de luxe sleeping car So much 
for the traveller’s truism that natives doa’t go first class As if 
feanng contamination from the rest of the tram, these Turks 
seldom left their couchettes and they never left the car itself 
Each couchette was fitted with two narrow berths, and I spent 
some time speculatmg on how these berths were allotted For 
, example, next to me a safiron-faced man travelled with two fat 
women and two chfldren. I saw them seated m a row on the 
lower berth dunng the day, but God alone knows what hap- 
pened at night None of the couchettes held fewer than four 
people and this crowding gave to the slecpmg car the air of 
squalor m thud class these travellers seemed anxious to avoid 
The German-speakmg Tiuk described the rest of the tram 
as schmoozy and made a face But it was only m the schmoozy 
part that English was spoken- There, one saw tall fellows with 
pigtails and braids, and short-haired girls who, hngermg near 
theu boyfnends, had the look of poutmg catamites Gaunt 
wild-haired boys with shoulder bags and simbumed noses 
stood rockmg m the corndors, and everyone had dirty feet 
They grew filthier and more fangued-lookmg as I moved 
* down the cars, and at the very front of the tram they might 
have passed for the unfortunate distant relatives of the much 
cleaner Turks who shared theu compartments, munchmg 
bread, combmg food out of theu moustaches, and burping 
theu babies On the whole, the hippies ignored the Turks, 
they played gmtars and harmomcas, held hands, and organized 
card games Some simply lay on theu seats lengthwise, hog- 
gmg half the compartment, and humped under the astonished 
eyes of Turkish women who sat stanng m dark yashmaks, theu 
y- hands clasped between theu knees Occasionally, I saw an 
amorous pau leave theu compartment hand m band to go 
copulate m a toilet. 

Most were on theu way to India and Nepal, because 

^ the wildest dreams of Kew arc the facts of Khatmandhu, 

And the enmes of Qapham chaste m Martaban. 
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But the majority of them, going for the first time, had that 
look of frozen apprehension that is the mask on the face of an 
escapee. Indeed, I had no doubt that the teenaged girls who 
made up the bulk of these loose tribal groups would eventually 
appear on the notice boards of Amencan consulates in Asia, in 
blurred snapshots or retouched high-school graduation pic- 
tures MISSING PERSON and HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL? 
These initiates had leaders who were instantly recognizable 
by the way they dressed • the faded dervish outfit, the ragged 
shoulder bag, the jewellery — earrings, amulets, bracelets, 
necklaces. Status derived solely from expenence, and it was 
possible to tell from the ornaments alone - that jangling m 
the comdor - whose expenence had made him the leader of 
his particular group. AH in all, a social order famihar to the 
average Masai tribesman. 

I tried to find out where they were going. It was not easy. 
They seldom ate m the dinmg car, they often slept, they were 
not allowed m the fastness of the Turks’ de luxe. Some stood 
by the windows in the corridor, in the trancehke state the 
Turkish landscape induces in travellers. I sidled up to them 
and asked them their plans. One did not even turn around. He 
was a man of about thirty-five, with dusty hair, a T-shirt that 
read ‘Moto-Guzzi’, and a small gold earring m the lobe of his 
sar. I surmised that he had sold his motorcycle for a ticket to 
India. He held the windowsill and stared at the empty reddish 
yellow fladands. In reply to my question he said sofdy, ‘Pon- 
dicherry.’ 


The ashram?’ Aurovflle, a kind of spiritual Levittown 
pleated to the memory of Sri Aurobindo and at that time 
^oth ^ ninety-year-old French mistress (the 

^ located near Pondicherry, m South India, 
there as long as possible.’ 

let mg » regarded a passing village and nodded. *11 they 
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It was the tone of a man who tells you, with a mixture of 
piety and atrogance, that he has a vocation But Moto-Guzzi 
had a wife and children m Califorma. Interestmg he had fled 
his chfldrcn and some of the guls m his group had fled then- 
parents 

Another feUow sat on the steps of the bogie, dangUng his 
feet m the wmd He was eatmg an apple I asked him where 
i he was gomg ‘Maybe try Nepal,’ he said He took a bite of the 
apple ‘Maybe Ceylon, if it’s happemng there ’ He took an- 
other bite The apple was like the globe he was calmly appor- 
tiomng to himself, as small, bright, and accessible He poised 
his very white teeth and bit again. ‘Maybe Bah.’ He was 
chewmg ‘Maybe go to Australia.’ He took a last bite and 
wmged the apple mto the dust ‘What are you, wntme a 
book?’ 

It wasn’t a challenge. He was contented - they all were, 
with one exception. This was the German marathon runner 
He could be seen at any hour of the day domg isometnc exer- 
cises m second class His addiction was yogurt and oranges He 
wore his track suit, a blue zippered outfit, and walked on the 
balls of his feet. ‘I am gomg crazy,’ he said He was used to 
runiung twelve miles a day ‘And if this tram takes very long I 
am going to get out of shape ’ For a reason I did not grasp he 
was gomg to Thailand to run. He had been to Baluchistan He 
told me the trains were ninning to Zarand He smiled at the 
thought of It ‘You will be very dirty when you get to Zahe- 
dan.’ 

A bump that mght roused me to look out the wmdow and 
see the disappearing station signboard of Eskischir At six m 
^ the mo rnin g we were at Ankara, where the marathon runner 
leaped from the tram and jogged furiously up and down beside 
the shuntmg engines At lunch, m Central Turkey, the mara- 
thon runner told me he had enough yogurt to see him to the 
•1^ Afghanistan border, where there would be more. 

Then we stared out of the dinmg-car window m silence 
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rhere was little to remark upon. The landscape was change- 
less and harsh long strings of treeless hills lay at the honzonj 
aefore us was an and plain, streaming with the fulvous dust 
the Lake Van Express had raised. The desert glare hurt my 
eyes The only variation I saw were umnterestmg acts of God, 
evidence of floods, droughts, and sandstorms, dry riverbeds m 
eroded gulhes and exposed outcrops of rock. The rest was a 
waterless immensity that continued for hours under a clear 
blue sky. The people I saw were hke those pathetic figures in a 
Beckett play, made absurd by their worned movement m a 
landscape of unheedmg devastation. From nowhere a htde girl 
in a char min g skirt hobbled with two pails of water, a futile 
example of the desert’s emphasis, standmg m a dry sluice, hke 
a weed, was a Turkish man in his pinstripes, woollen golfer’s 
cap, V-neck sweater, and ue, his big moustache framing his 
big grin Miles from that spot we passed some houses, six of 
them, built like adobe huts with log butts stickmg in a trim 
row from the roof This was the Central Plateau, and descend- , 
mg It after lunch we saw signs of irrigation, some green oases, 
and, far off, the dusty outlmes of high mountams But it was a 
stram to look out the wmdow, for the glare and the heat m- 
creased By late afternoon the temperature was m the 90s and 
suffocatmg dust collected on every surface 

‘It looks more or less like this all the way to Pakistan,’ said 
the marathon runner ‘The same, very flat and brown, but of 
course much hotter and dustier ’ 

I went to my compartment and lay down, like a Hindu 
widow on a pyre, resigned to suttee To cheer me up still 
further, a small spotty-faced Austrahan girl from one of the 
third-class cars wandered by my couchette and asked if she , 
could have a dnnk I offered her rakt^ she wanted water 
There were six people m her compartment The previous mght 
one had crept away — she didn’t know where - ‘so it wasn’t so 
bad With five I mean, I slept for a couple of hours, but tomght 
there 11 be six agam, and I’m buggered if I know what I’m 
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going tx) do ’ She looked around my couchette and smded Tm 
Linda,’ 

Td ask you to stay here,’ I said, ‘but the thing is, Linda, if s 
so small we’d be on top of each other m no time,’ 

•Well, thanks for the dnnk,’ 

She was a student and, like die others, had a student card to 
’ prove It, Even the oldest, most ragged and drugged chieftain 
had a student card And for good reason a card got each one a 
50 per cent reduction on the QckeL The spotty Austrahan girl 
was paying mne dollars to get from Istanbul to Teheran. My 
own ticket cost fifty dollars, which was ndiculously cheap for 
two thousand miles of travel m a pnvate compartment with a 
fan, a sink, and enough pillows so that I could prop myself on 
my berth like a pasha and consult Nagel on the passmg towns 
One was Kaysen, formerly Caesarea. It appeared at the 
wmdow that hot afternoon. It had known a number of con- 
querors smee the year a,d 17, when Tibenus made it the 
■ capital of Cappadoaa the Sassamds m the sixth century, the 
Arabs m the seventh and eighth, it was Byzantmc m the ninth, 
Armeman m the tenth, and the Seljuks captured it a year after 
the Batde of Hastmgs Eventually it was taken by Bayezid, 
whom some English lecturers know as Bajazeth, Tambur- 
lame’s crazed captive who brains himself against the bars of a 
cage in the first part of Mariowe’s Tamburlame the Great It 
was after the histoncal Tamerlane defeated Bayezid at the 
Batde of Angora (1402) that Caesarea was annexed, then it 
was occupied by the Mamelukes and in the sixteenth century 
became part of the Ottoman Empire. But dust docs not hold 
the footpnnts of conquerors, and not even the bright name of 
Tamerlane makes this monotonous-lookmg town mterestmg 
The successive conquests only robbed it of its features, Icavmg 
It nothing marvellous except a mosque that might have been 
built by the architect Sman, a genius who put up the greatest 
- mosques of Istanbul and is best known for havmg repaired 
Samt Sofia’s with mgenious and massive buttresses The 



66 The Great Railway Bazaar 

pencil-like minarets of the mosque in Kayseri are just visible 
between the grotesque tenements, and farther from the town, 
beyond rows of poplar trees with pale spinning leaves, there 
are stragghng suburbs of doghouses with crooked windows and 
fatuous little bungalows where Tamerlane’s inheritors are 
lounging m their gardens, dolefully scanning the honzon for 
another conqueror 

It is dusk, the serenest hour in Central Turkey few 
bright stars depend from a velvet blue sky, the mountains are 
suitably black, and the puddles near the spigots of village wells 
have the shimmermg colour and uncertam shape of pools of 
mercury Night falls qmckly, and it is all black, and only the 
smell of the dust still setthng reminds you of the exhausting 
day 

‘Mister?’ It is the green-eyed Turkish conductor on his way 
to lock the sleepmg-car door against the marauders he im- 
agines m the rest of the tram 
‘Yes?’ 

‘Turkey good or bad?’ 

‘Good,’ I said 
‘Thank you. Mister ’ 

From Malatya that third day we crossed the upper reaches 
of the Euphrates River, to Elazig and beyond, pushmg slowly 
towards Lake Van, stoppmg often, and, as the whistle’s echo 
dies, starting again The houses were still square, but were 
made of round stones and appeared like caims showmg the 
way to a carefully irngated oasis Farther on there were sheep 
and goats on the humpy plam, if there had been any grass m 
evidence one would have said they were grazmg But there was 
no grass ^ at all, and the battered features of these ammals 
matched the battered ground they stood upon. At several halts 
children chased the tram, they were blond and hvely and 
might have been Swiss, except for their rags The landscape 
repeated, becoming bigger, drier, emptier with repetition, the 
distant mountams had massive volcamc wrinkles, some very 
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green, and the closer hills had these folds as well, but they 
were brown and scorched, like overbaked pie crust. 

The door to my compartment flew open as I was looking at 
this desolation It was the saffron-faced man from next door 
with the large family He gestured, wmced, closed the door 
and sat down He held his head His children were crymg, I 
could hear them through the wmdow The man had a narrow 
moustache and his expression was that of the comedian to 
whom everythmg bad happens, the sad figute who suits 
comedy He made another helpless gesture, somewhat apolo- 
getic, and ht a agarette Then he sat back and smoked it. 
He did not speak. He sighed, finished hJs cigarette, stubbed it 
out, slapped his knee and pulled the door open, and, without 
lookmg back, marched m the direction of his screammg chil- 
dren 

It was lunchtime, and lunch on the Lake Van Express 
could be very pleasant if you got to the dmmg car early enough 
to be on the shady side and had sufBaent elbow room to con- 
tmue with Little Domt I had just started to eat and read when 
^ one of the subchiefs sloped m and sat with me He had long 
blond hair m the page-boy style affected by aspirmg prophets 
His shirt had been artistically cut from a flour sack and he 
wore a very faded pair of ‘Washmgton Brand’ bib overalls 
an elephant-hair bracelet on one wnst, and an Indian bangle 
on the other I had seen him sittmg m a lotus posture m second 
class He put a worn book by Idnes Shah on the table, it had 
the chewed-over look Korans have m the hands of the languid 
fanatics I saw later m the holy aty of Meshed But he did not 
read It 

it I asked him where he was going 

He shook his head, his hair danced ‘Just* - he raised his 
eyes and said with drama - ‘travelling ’ 

He looked rather pious, but it might have been the tram 
Second class in that part of Turkey lent to every dusty face a 
look of suffermg piety 
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His melon came. It was cut mto cubes. He smiled at it in a 
pitying way and said, ‘They cut it.’ 

I volunteered the information that the Turks at the next 
table had uncut melon. Whole slices, complete with rinds, 
rested on their plates. 

The subchief considered this; then he leaned over and 
looked me in the eye. ‘It’s a strange world ’ 

I hoped for his state of mind that it wouldn’t get any hotter. ' 
But It did, searmg the air, and the shades were drawn in every 
compartment Each time I began to read or wnte I dropped 
off to sleep, waking only when the train came to a complete 
stop. These were halts in the desert, a httle hut, a man with a 
flag, a signboard readmg mush or bug. I wrote a few lines 
and was alarmed to see my handwntmg assume the anxious 
irregularity of the lost explorer’s, the desert diary script that is 
decoded and published posthumously by the man’s widow. 
The next time the whistle blows, 1 would say to myself, I will 
get up and walk to the engine. But I was ^ways asleep when ' 
the whistle blew. 

We reached Lake Van at about ten at mght, which was 
annoymg. The darkness made it impossible for me to confirm ^ 
the stones I had heard of the swimming cats, the high soda 
content of the water that bleaches clothes and turns the hair of 
Turks who swim in it a bright red. I had another regret* it 
was the end of the Ime for this express The sleeping car was 
taken off and I had no idea what the arrangements were for the 
rest of the journey. The diesel engme was removed; a steam 
locomotive pulled us down to the ferry landmg and for several 
hours shunted the cars two at a time on to the ferry itself. 
While this was going on I found the new conductor, an Iran- ^ 
ian , I showed him my ticket. 

He pushed it aside and said, ‘No couchette.’ 

‘This IS a first-class ticket,’ I said. 

No room,’ he said. ‘You go down dere ’ 

Down there. He was pointmg to the cars just being loaded 
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on to the ferry, the third-class coaches After three days of 
passing through them on my way to the dimng car, I thought 
of them with pure horror I knew the occupants there was a 
bandy-legged gang of dark Japanese with bristly hair who 
travelled with a dwarf squaw, also Japanese, whose camera on 
a thong around her neck bumped her knees Their chief was a 
fiercc-lookmg young man m mflitary sunglasses who sucked an 
lunht pipe and wore rubber shower sandals There was also a 
Germamc tribe bearded boys and porcmc girls with crew 
cuts Their chief was a gorilla who loitered m the passage and 
sometimes refused to let anyone pass There were Swiss and 
French and Austrahans who slept, wakmg only to complam or 
ask the time And there were the Amencans, some of whom I 
knew by name The chiefs were havmg a powwow on the 
ferry, the others were watchmg from the rafl. 

‘Go,’ said the conduaor 

But I didn’t want to go, for besides the overcrowded com- 
-'PartmentB of Europeans and Amencans there were the com- 
partments of Kurds, Turks, Iramans, and Afghans, who slept 
on top of each other and cooked stews between their berths 
^over dangerously flaring kerosene stoves 

The ferry moved off, hooting mto the black lake I chased 
he conductor from one deck to the other, trymg to contmue 
aiy argument. It was past midnight, I said, comenng him 
lown below where the huge railway cars clanked agamst the 
chains that held them to the tracks m the deck where was my 
compartment? 

He put mi* in second class with three Austr alians It was a 
situation I grew to recognize over the next three months At 
liny lowest point, when things were at their most desperate and 
uncomfortable, I always found myself in the company of 
Austrahans, who were like a re min der that Fd touched bot- 
tom. This tno on the Lake Van ferry considered me an m- 
truder They looked up surprised m their meal they were 
shanng a lo^E of bread, hunched over it like monkeys, two boys 
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and a pop-eyed girl They grumbled when I asked them to 
move their knapsacks from my berth. The engines of the ferry 
rattled the compartment wmdows and I went to bed won- 
dermg how, if the ferry sank, I could scramble to safety, out of 
the compartment and the car and up the narrow stairs to the 
boat deck. I did not sleep well, and once I was awakened by 
the harsh antipodean groans of the girl, who, not two feet from 
me, lay beneath one of her snortmg compamons. 

At dawn, in the rapid hght of early mormng, we arrived at 
the eastern shore of the lake Here the tram becomes the 
Teheran Express The Austrahans were breakfastmg, pulhng 
the remamder of their loaf to bits I went mto the corridor to 
count out what I thought the conductor might accept as a 
bnbe. 





The Teheran E2q)ress 


As the new Teheran Express pulls out of the modem super- 
niaiket-^tyle frontier station at Qotur on tracks that shnek 
with newness (Iranian National Railways are modernizing and 
expanding), the steward m the French-built dinmg car takes 
off his ensp white jacket, unrolls a lovely square of carpet, and 
gets down on his knees to pray He does this five times a day m 
a httle comer between the cash register and the kitchen, m- 
tonlng, ‘There is no God but God and Mohammed is his 
‘>rophet,’ while dmers slurp lemony soup and pick at chicken 
^bab The giant and concrete stations house three por- 
raus - the Shah, his queen, and their son They are fifteen 
lines hfe-size and the vulgarity of the enlargement makes 
hem look plump and gre^y and monstrously regal. The 
anihng son might be one of those precoaous c hild entertamers 
vho tap-dance m talent shows, smging Tve Got Rhythm’ It 
a an old country, everywhere in the gleaming modermiy are 
^sminders of the orthodox past — the praymg steward, the por- 
a^ts, the encampments of nomads, and, on what is otherwise 
ane of the best-run railways m the world, the ycarmng for 
baksheesh 

Agam I showed the conductor my ncket. ‘First-class ticket,’ 

I said. ‘You give me first-class couchette.’ 

‘No couchette,’ he said. He pointed to my berth m the 
Austrahan compartment. 

‘No,’ I said I pomted to an empty compartment. ‘I want 
this one.’ 

‘No ’ He gave me a fanatical gnn 
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He was gr innin g at my hand. I held thirty Turkish liras 
(about two dollars). His hand appeared near mine. I dropped 
my voice and whispered the word that is known all over the 
East, ^Baksheesh.' 

He took the money and pocketed it He got my bag from the 
Austrahan compartment and carried it to another compart- 
ment in which there were a battered smtcase and a box of 
crackers He shd the bag into the luggage rack and patted the 
berth He asked if I wanted sheets and blankets I said yes. He 
got them, and a pillow, too. He drew the curtains, shutting out 
the sun. He bowed and brought me a pitcher of ice water, and 
he smiled, as if to say, ‘All this could have been yours yester- 
day.’ 

The suitcase and crackers belonged to a large bald Turk 
named Sadik, who wore baggy woollen trousers and a stretched 
sweater. He was from one of the wilder parts of Turkey, 
the Upper Valley of Greater Zapj he had boarded the tram m 

Vanj he was going to Austraha. 

He came in and drew his atm across his sweatmg face. He 

said, ‘Are you m here?’ 

‘Yes’ 

‘How much did you give him?’ 

I told him 

He said, ‘I gave him fifteen nals He is very dishonest, but 
now he is on our side. He will not put anyone else m here, so 
now we have this big room together ’ 

Sadik smiled, he had crooked teeth It is not skinny people 
who look hvmgry, but rather fat ones, and Sadik looked 
famished. 

‘I think it’s only fair to say,’ I said, wondenng how I was 
gomg to finish the sentence, ‘that I’m not, um, queer Well, 
you know, I don’t like boys and -’ 

‘And me, I don’t like,’ said Sadik, and with that he lay 
down and went to sleep. He had the gift of slumber; he needed 
\ only to be horizontal and he was sound asleep, and he always 
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slept in the same sweater and trousers He never took them off, 
and for the duration of the tnp to Teheran he neither shaved 
nor washed 

He was an unlikely tycoon He admitted he behaved like a 
pig, but he had lots of money and his career was a successful 
record of considerable mgenuity He had started out exportmg 
Turkish cunos to France and he seems to have been in the 
vanguard of the movement, monopolizmg the puzzle-nng and 
copper-pot trade m Europe long before anyone else thought of 
It. He paid no export duties in Turkey, no import duties m 
France He managed this by shippmg crates of worthless 
articles to the French border and warehousmg them there. 
He went to French wholesalers with his samples, took orders, 
and left the wholesalers the headache of importing the goods 
He did this for three years and banked the money m Switzer- 
land. 

‘When I have enough money,’ said Sadik, whose English 
' Was not perfect, T like to start a travel agency Where you 
Want to go? Budapesht? Prague? Rumania? Bulgana? All 
nice places, oh boy I Turkish people like to traveL But they are 
^ very sflly They don’t spieak Enghsh. They say to me, “Mister 
Sadik, I want a coffee” - this is m Prague I say, “Ask the 
waiter ” They are afraid They shout their eyes But they have 
money m thar packets I say to the waiter, “Coffee” - he 
understand Everyone understand coffee, but Turkish people 
don’t speak any language, so all the time I am translator This, 
I tell you, drive me crazy The people they follow me “Mister 
Sadik, take me to a mgbtclub”, “Mister Sadik, find me a 
gairL” They follow me even to the lavabo and sometime I 
f Want to escape, so I am clever and I use the service elevator 
‘I give up Budapesht, Belgrade I decide to take pdgnms to 
Mecca They pay me five thousand hras and I take care of 
every thin g I get smallpox mjccUons and stamp the book - 
_ sometimes I stamp the book and don’t get smallpox mjec- 
Uonsl I have a fnend m the medical Hal But I take good 
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care ot them. ,I buy them rubber mattresses, each person one 
mattress, blow them up so you don’t have to sleep on the floor. 
I take them to Mecca, Medina, Jiddah, then I leave them. “I 
have business in Jiddah,” I say. But I go to Beirut. You know 
Beirut? Nice place - nightdubs, gairls, lots of fun. Then I 
come back to Jiddah, pick up the hajis and brmg them back to 
Istanbul. Good profit.’ 

I asked Sadik why, if he was a Muslim and he was so close 
to Mecca, he never made the haj himself. 

‘Once you go to Mecca you have to make promises - no 
drink ing, no sweaiing, no women, money to poor people.’ He 
laughed. *18 for old men. Fm not ready !’ 

He was headed now for Australia^ which he pronounced 
‘Owstraalia’; he had another idea. It had come to him one day 
in Saudi Arabia when he was bored (he said as soon as he 
began making money m a project he lost interest in it). His 
new idea concerned the export of Turks to Austraha. There 
was a shortage of workers there. He would go, and, much as he 
had sold puzzle rings to the French, visit Australian mdustnal- 
ists and find out what sort of skilled people they required. 
He would make a list. His partner in Istanbul would get up a 
large- group of emigrants and deal with the paperwork, obtain- 
ing passports, health cards and references. Then the Turks 
would be sent on a charter flight that Sadik would arrange, 
afid after collectmg a fee from the Turks he would collect from 
the Australians. He winked ‘Good profit.’ 

It was Sadik who pointed out to me that the hippies were 
doomed. They dressed like wild Indi ans , he said, but basically 
they were middle-class Americans, They didn’t understand 
baksheesh, and because they were always holding tight to their ^ 
money and expecting to scrounge food and hospitality they 
would always lose. He resented the fact that the hippie chiefs 
were surroimded by such young pretty girls ‘These guys are 
ug^ and I am ugjy too, so why don’t the gairls like me?’ 

e enjoyed tellmg stories against hims elf. The best one 
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concerned a blonde he had picked up in an Istanbul bar It was 
midnight, he was drunk and feeling lecherous He took the 
blonde home and made love to her twice, then slept for a few 
hours, woke up and made love to her agam Late the next day 
as he was crawlmg out of bed he noticed the blonde needed a 
shave and then he saw the wig and the man’s enormous penis 
‘ “Only Sadik," my friends say, “only Sadik can make love to 
a man three times and think it is a womanl” But I was very 
drunk.’ 

Sadik was good company on a dull stretch of the journey 
We had taken on thirty freight cars and the tram moved very 
slowly through northwestern Iran towards Teheran, across the 
most infertfle soil I have ever seen. Here, m a bakmg desert, 
one is grateful for a good tram, and the Teheran Express could 
not have been better The dinin g car was a clean cheerful 
place, and there were vases of red gladioh on each starched 
tablecloth The food was excellent, but unvarymg, always the 
lemony soup, the kebab, and a stack of flat, square, blotterhke 
bread The sleeping car was air-conditioned to such a degree 
that one needed two blankets at night. The farther one got 
from Europe, it seemed, the more sumptuous the trains be- 
came At Qazvin, another oversized supermarket station m the 
desert, I discovered that we were running ten hours late, but I 
had no de adlin e to meet and in any case have always preferred 
comfort to punctuahty So I sat and read and over limch I 
listened to Sadik’s plan to make a kfllmg m Australia. Out- 
side, the landscape had begim to acquire features — hills rose, a 
plateau appeared, then a blue green range of mountains to the 
north, villages grew more frequent, and there were refinenes 
spoutmg flames and shortly we were m Teheran 

Sadik bought a ticket for a tram to Meshed that was leaving 
that same day He hadn’t planned to, but as he was standmg m 
line he overheard two pretty girls buymg third-class tickets 
and saw the clerk assign them a compartment. In third class on 
Iranian Railways no distmction is made as to sex. Sadik asked 
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for third class and was put in the same compartment: ‘So we 
see what can happen 1 Wish me luck.’ 

* 

Teheran, a boom town grafted on to a village, is a place of no 
anuqmty and little interest, unless one has a parucular fas- 
cmation for bad driving and a traffic situation twenty times 
worse than New York’s. There is talk of building a subway 
system, but the plumbing in Teheran is of the village variety; 
the sewage is pumped into the ground beneath each building, 
so the process of tunnelhng would very likely produce a 
cholera epidemic of gigantic proportions One man I met veri- 
fied this by claiming that you had to dig down only ten feet 
anywhere m the city and you would strike sewage; m a few 
years it would be five 

In spite of its size and apparent newness it retains the most 
obnoxious feamres of a bazaar, as Dallas does, and Teheran 
has all the quahties of that oil-rich Texas city: the spunous 
glamour, the dust and heat, the taste for plastic, the evidence 
of cash. The women are lovely, they skitter around holdmg 
other women’s hands — even the most chic — or else they are 
bent sideways, on the arm of a small shrouded granny. Wealth 
has allowed the Iraman htde except the single excess of bemg 
overdressed, mdeed, the freezmg air conditiomng seems to be 
designed for no other purpose than permitting nch Iramans to 
wear fashionable Enghsh clothes, for which they have a speaal 
fondness. There is about this decadence a pecuhar absence of 
the physical that begins to look unavilized m the most limit- 
ing way Women are seldom seen with men; there are few 
couples, no lovers, and at dusk Teheran becomes a aty of 
males, prowhng m groups or loitenng. The bars are exclu- 
sively male, the men drink m expensive smts, contmually 
searching the room with anxious eyes, as if m expectation of a 
woman But there are no women, and the lugubrious alterna- 
tives to sex are apparent : the film posters showmg fat Persian 
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girls m shome pyjamas, nightclubs with belly dancers, stnp- 
^rs, kick hues, and comedians m ridiculous hats whose every 
Farsi joke is a reference to the sex the patrons are demed 
Money pulls the Iraman m one direction, rehgion drags him m 
another, and the result is a stupid starved creature for whom 
woman is only meat. Thus spake Zarathustra an ugly mono- 
laniac with a diamond nara, who calls himself ‘The Kmg of 

^gs*, is their answer to government, a finng squad their 
aswer to law 

Less fnghtemng, but no less disgustmg, is the Iraman taste 
3r jam made out of carrots 


ecause of the oil, Teheran is very much a aty of foreigners 
■here are two daily papers in English, a French daily. Journal 
e Teheran, and a German weekly. Die Post Not surpnsmgly, 
le sports page of the English-language Teheran Journal is 
iken up with such non-Persian news as a prohle of Hank 
aron (‘A Great Player - A Great Person’), who was then 
bout to break Babe Ruth’s lifetime homer record of 714 
eforc an umnterested Atlanta crowd (‘Adanta is the disgrace 
f baseball’), the rest of the sports news was similarly Amen- 
an, except for one small item about Iran’s cyclmg team. You 
o not have to go far m Teheran to find out whom these news- 
apers are written for There is no shonage of Amencans m 
le aty, and even the Amencan oil-ng finers m oudymg areas 
f the country are allowed seven days m Teheran for every 
5ven they spend on the site. Consequendy, the bars have the 
tmosphere of Wild West saloons 
Take the Caspien Hotel Bar There are taU Amencans 
lunging on sofas dnnkmg Tuborg straight from the horde, a 
:w hard-faced wives and girlfnends cham-smokmg near 
hem, and one man holdmg forth at the bar 
‘I go up to the son of a bitch and say, “X-ray them welds,” 
nd he just looks at me kind of dumb Am’t been no X-rayme 
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here for three weeks. Whole goddamned thang gonna fall 
down sure as anytlung He says to me 
‘We saw the Albrights down m Qom She had just the pret- 
tiest dress,' says the lady on the sofa. She had kicked off her 
shoes. ‘Bought it nght here, she said.’ 

‘Well, shit, I didn’t know what to do,’ says the man at the 
bar. ‘I told him I wouldn’t leave the site if it didn’t look okay 
to me. If he keeps it up he can have his damned job. I can go 
back to Saudi any old time I want.’ 

A big middle-aged man m blue jeans comes m. He staggers 
a bit, but he is smiling 

‘Gene, you old son of a bitch, get in here,’ calls the man 
from the bar. 

‘Hi, Russ,’ says the big man, and as he says it a few Iran- 
ians move aside. 

‘Sit down afore you fall down ’ 

‘Buy me a drink, ya dirty bastard.’ 

‘Your ass I will,’ says Russ He pulls out a lumpy wallet and 
shows Gene. ‘Only got a hundred nals to my name.’ 

‘They’re Texas,’ says the lady on the sofa. ‘We’re Okla- 
homa.’ 

The voices in the bar grow louder. Russ is saying ‘ole 
buddy’ to a man at the bar, who is hunched over a botde and 
from the back looks wholly crapulous. Gene is standmg a few 
feet away, drinking beer and smilmg between pulls on his 
botde. 

‘Hey, Wayne,’ says Russ to the hunched-over man, ‘who we 
gonna fight tonight?’ 

Wayne shakes his head. Gene rubs his cheek with a hand so 
sunburned, the tattoos barely show. ^ 

‘Have a drink, Wayne,’ says Russ ‘Have a drink. Gene 
And ask Billy what he wants.’ 

Russ slaps Wayne on the back and there is a'great crash as 
Wayne tumbles to the floor between the bar stools. His gold 
jersey is hiked up to his armpits. Billy comes over (he has been 
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drinking with the women) and helps Russ and Gene get 
Wayne to his feet and propped agamst a stool Wayne’s pmk 
back is exposed His head is shaven, his ears stick out, his 
elbows are braced on the bar, and he takes hold of his bottle 
the way a sailor might gnp a mast m a high wmd, squmting at 
his two hands and muttenng 

The Iramans, who have been silent the whole tune, begm to 
babble m Farsi to the waiter They look as if they want to start 
a scene, and Billy, sensmg this, says, ‘What are you telhng 
him?’ to one of the Iranians 

‘Come here, ole buddy,’ says Russ to the o±er Iranian 
He winks at Wayne, and Wa)me, recovering, stands up Russ 
)erks the Iranian’s jacket sleeve ‘I wanna talk to you real 
quick ’ 

The ladies on the sofa begm to leave, hugging handbags, 
making for the door 
‘Hey I ’ says Russ to ±em, 

“You boys are gettmg kmda roughhouse ’ 

The ladies leave, and, seeing what was about to happen, I 
follow them mto the noisy street, swearing that I will flee 
' Teheran on the next available tram. 

* 

My ongmal route, the one I had marked out on my map before 
I left London, took me south from Teheran to Khahdabad for 
the spur to Isfahan, and from there southeast to Yazd, Bafq, 
and Zarand, where the railway stops I would then cross 
Baluchistan by bus and pick up Pakistan Western Railways at 
the Iraman station of Zahedan, and head eastward on the mnin 
Unes of Pakistan 

‘Sure It’s possible,’ said an embassy officer, ‘but it’s not 
advisable It’ll take you the best part of a week to get to 
Quetta, and apart from anythmg else that’s a hell of a long 
time to go without a shower ’ 

I said that I had just gone five days without a shower and it 
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hadn’t worried me. What I was concerned about were the 
Baluchi tribesmen: were they fightmg in that area? 

*¥00 better beheve itl* 

‘So you don’t think it’s a very good idea for me to go that 
way?’ 

‘I’d say you’d be a damned fool to risk it.* 

Another traveller might have taken up the challenge to go 
southeast. I was grateful for the chance to turn my back on it. 
I thanked him for his advice and bought a ticket for a tram 
northeast to Meshed. 



5 

The Night Mail to Meshed 


Meshed, in the northeast of Iran - about 100 miles from the 
Afghanistan border and even fewer to the Soviet one — is a 
holy city, consequently, the most fervent Muslims take the 
Night Mail, and everywhere on it are Persians m the postures 
of devotion, murmurmg prayers to get to Heaven, though 

A Persian’s Heav’n Is easily made — 

Tis but black eyes and lemonade. 

At the evemng call to prayer it is as if the tram has been 
stncken with some strange illness The passengers fall to their 
knees and salaam. The Night Mail to Meshed is probably the 
only tram m the world m which all the passengers ride facmg 
1 the opposite direcaon from the one they’re travellmg m 
icy bob along with their eyes turned to Mecca. Durmg the 
np, the pressure of prayer builds and the carnages vibrate 
nth these devotions On the Teheran Express the women 
year skirts and blouses, on the Night Mail they are swathed m 
obes, and their veils reveal nothmg of their faces 

It was undoubtedly the Mushm character of the train that 
lad e limina ted beer from the dmmg car But it was a hot 
wemng when we left Teheran and I was anxious for a dnnk. I 
vas savmg my full botdc of gin for Afghanistan. 

“No beer, eh?’ I said to the steward. ‘What do you have?’ 

‘Chichen chebub ’ 

‘No, what other dnnks do you have?’ 

‘Biftek.’ 

‘Any wmc?’ 
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He nodded. 

‘What kind?’ 

‘Chichen pilaff, soup, salade* 

I abandoned the idea of drinking and dedded to have a 
meal. I was eaung and watching the passing moonscape - 
craters, stark mountains on the horizon, and sand as far as the 
eye could see - when a man in a bush jacket, carrymg a news- 
paper and a shoppmg bag, approached and said, ‘Mind if I 
join you?’ 

‘Not at all ’ His newspaper, the London Daily Telegraphy 
was five days old, his shoppmg bag contamed many cans of 
disinfectant He sat, his elbow on the paper, his chin resting in 
his hand, m an attitude of concentration. 

‘Look at that girl,’ he said A pretty girl went past, and as 
she was in a rather ught-fittmg dress and not the heavy 
wimple and habit the other women were wearing, she drew 
stares from the dmers I started to remark on this, but he 
shushed me. ‘Wait. I want to concentrate on this ’ He regarded 
die girl’s backside until she was out of the car and said, Td 
love to meet a girl like that.’ 

‘Why don’t you mtroduce yourself? It shouldn’t be too diflS- - 
cult.’ 

‘Impossible They won’t talk to you. And if you want to 
take them out - say, for a meal or a show - they won’t go 
unless you intend to marry them.’ 

‘That IS awkward,’ I said. 

‘And that’s not aU. I hve in the wilds - no women in Ezna.’ 

‘I take it you come up on weekends.* 

‘You’re joking ' This is my second time in Teheran - the 
first was four months ^o.’ 

‘You’ve been m the desert for four months?’ 

‘The mountains,’ he said ‘But it comes to the same thing ’ 

I asked tum why he had chosen to hve m the mountains of 
Lan, on a station where there were no women, if he was so 
keen on meeting a mce girL 


The Night Meal to Meshed 83 

*1 was supposed to meet one here I knew her in Riyadh - a 
scCTetary, very mce girl - and she said she was coming to 
Teheran Change of )ob So when I got back to the U K. I took 
this contraa and wrote her a letter But that was six months 
ago and she still hasn’t answered.’ 

It was now dark outside, moonless, unpenetrable, desert 
^darkness, the tables of the dining car transmitted the chek- 
^ chek of the wheels to the kmves and forks, and the stewards 
were removing the jackets of their neatly pressed uniforms for 
evenmg prayers The engmeer - he was an engmeer, supen. 
vising the construction of an oil ng - conunued his melancholy 
tale, about havmg signed a three-year contract m Iran on the 
slender fjossibflity of meeting the secretary 

‘What I’d really like to do is meet a wealthy girl, not Sophia 
Loren, but pretty and with some money I used to know one - 
her father was m bankmg - but she was queer, always putting 
on a htile-gul act. Couldn’t see myself bemg mamed to thatl 
Look.’ 

The girl who had passed through the dming car earher had 
returned and was marchmg past once agam This tune I had a 
good look at her, and I think one would have had to have been 
alone m the I ranian mountains for four months to find any 
charm m her The engineer was absolutely ecstatic m a way I 
found touchmg and hopeless ‘God,’ he said, ‘the thmgs I 
could do with her 1 ’ 

Attemptmg to change the subject, I asked him what he did 
for amusement on the site 

‘There’s a snooker table and a darts board,’ he said, 
‘but they’re m such bad condition I don’t use them. Anyway, 
■jv^ven if they were usable I wouldn’t go to the club Can’t 
stand the smell of the toflets That’s one of the reasons I 
Went mto Teheran - to buy some Harpic. I’ve got tune cans of 
in 

L “What do I do? Well, let’s sec Normally I read - I love 
readmg And Fm learning Farsi. Sometimes I work overtime 
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I bsten to the radio a lot. Oh, it’s a quiet sort of life That’s 
why I’d like to meet a girl.’ 

I suggested that the fact that he had spent, as he told me, 
the past seven years in Saudi Arabia, Abu Dhabi, and Iran 
might have some thin g to do with his protracted bachelorhood. 
He readily agreed. 

‘What about brothels?’ '•j 

‘Not for me, mate I \^ant a mce steady girl - clean, pretty, 
with money, the works. My brother’s had lots of them. It 
really annoys me There was a ladies' hairdresser from Ux- 
bridge, lovely she was, and she was mad about him. I was 
staymg with him — I had home leave — m his flat in Hayes But 
would he pay the shghtest bit of attention to her? Not at all ' 
She finally left him Mamed someone else I don’t blame her 
I’d love to have a chance with a girl like that. I’d take her to a 
show, buy her flowers, treat her to a slap-up meal That’s what 
I’d do. I’d be good to her. But my brother’s selfish, always has 
been Wants a big car and a colour telly, only mterested in 
himself Me, I’m mterested m all kmds of people. 

‘I don’t know why I’m runmng on like this, but my last 
home leave nearly fimshed me I found a really sweet girl, a 
typist, from Chester, and just as thin gs were gomg well I was 
rung up by her ex-boyfnend Said he was gomg to kill me. I 
had to drop her.’ 

The dining car was now empty, the stewards had ended 
their prayers and were settmg the tables for breakfast. 

‘I thmk they want us to leave,’ I said 
‘I’ve got great respect for these people,’ said the engineer 
‘You can laugh if you want, but I’ve often thought of be- 
coming a Muslim ’ ^ 

‘I wouldn’t laugh at that ’ 

‘You have to know the Koran backwards and forwards It’s 
not easy. I’ve been readmg it on the site — course, I keep if 
quiet. If my manager caught me readmg the Koran he ^ 
wouldn t understand He’d thmk I was a nutter. But I think 
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tliat might be the answer Become a Muslim, renew my con- 
^ after three years, and meet a mce Persian girl It should 
be dead easy to meet them if you’re a Muslim ’ 

The conversation, like many others I had with people on 
trams, derived an easy candour from the shared journey, the 
comfort of the dmmg car, and the certain knowledge 'that 
gather of us would see each other agam The railway was a 
actor’s bazaar, m which anyone with the panence could carry 
away a memory to pore over m privacy The memones were 
inconclusive, but an endmg, as m the best fiction, was always 
unphed The sad engmeer would never go back to England, he 
would become one of these elderly expatnates who hide out m 
remote countnes, with odd sympathies, a weakness for the 
local rehgion, an unreasonable anger, and the kmd of total 
recall that dnves curious strangers away 

There were three people m my compartment, a Canadian 
husband and wife and a gnm hairy boy from an East London 
' slum. They were all gomg to Ausoraha - the Canadian couple 
because ‘We didn’t feel like learning French’, the cockney 
^because London ‘is ’caving with bloody Indians’ It must be a 
sociological fact that prejudice is a more common motive for 
emigration than poverty, but what interested me about these 
three vras that they were, like so many others, gomg to Aus- 
traha the cheapest way, via Afghamstan and India, Lving like 
the poorest they were among, eatmg vile food, and slcepmg m 
bug-ndden hotel rooms, because they were rejectmg a soaety 
they saw to be m decay 

Their dialogue was absolutely petrifying I hired a blanket 
and pillow from the conductor, who demanded only a token 
L^nbe, had a gm anaesthetic, and went to sleep 

The hootmg of the tram woke me early the next mommg for 
the sight of camels grazing among brown bushes and great 
herds of sheep bunched together on sandy hillsides The vil- 
' lages were few, but their design was extraordinary, they were 
Walled and low and resembled the kmd of sand castles you sec 
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parents making for their ch4dren at the seashore, with 5 
bucket and spade. They had tmy windows, crumbling ram 
parts, and mexact crenelations, impressive at a distance, u| 
close they were visibly co min g apart, the fortifications merely 
a feeble challenge to mtruders. Women squatted m front of th< 
walls m a stiff wmd, keepmg their veils against their faces b] 
bitmg on a comer, holding the cloth m their teeth. 

Meshed appeared abrupdy from the desert, a city of gold 
domed mosques and the white quills of minarets. At the sta- 
tion, pilgrims piled out of the train dragging carpetbags anc 
bedrolls. This station, 4000 mil es from London, is the end oi 
the Ime between this easternmost station of Iraman Nationa] 
Railways and the htde Pakistam station at Landi Kotal m the 
Khyber Pass, hes Afghanistan, a country without a smgle indb 
of railway track. 

After an hour in Meshed I was anxious to leave. It was 
Ramadhan, the Muslim penod of fasting, and no food was 
being sold during the day I ate my Iranian processed cheese 
and found two hippies, chiefs who seemed to have lost the rest 
of their tribe They couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to 
stay m Meshed. ‘It’s good,’ one said. ‘It’s funky, it’s loose. 
You could hang out here.’ 

‘I’m trying to get to Pakistan,’ I said. 

‘First you have to cross Afghamstan,’ the other said He was 
httle, bearded, and earned a gmtar. ‘It’s m the way, like ’ 

‘Come with us if you want We’re going to move out We’ve 
been this way so many times we just get m that tram, pull 
down the shades, and crash ’ He was wearmg Indian pyjamas, 
sandals, an embroidered waistcoat, a beaded necklace, and 
bangles, like a Turk m a Victonan etchmg, but without the^ 
scimitar or turban. ‘Hurry up if you’re cormng, or we’ll mis s 
the bus ’ 

‘I hate buses,’ I said. 

Hear that, Bobby? He hates buses.’ 
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But Bobby didn’t reply He was staring at a girl, probably 
Amencan, who was leaving the station. She clomped un- 
^ steadily in a pair of high-soled wooden clogs 
' Those shoes really get me,’ said Bobby ‘Chicks can’t even 
in them I’ll bet the guy that mvented them is some 
screamer who really hates rhi rk*; ’ 

? 

Afghanistan is a nuisance Formerly it was cheap and barbar- 
ous, and people went there to buy lumps of hashish - they 
would spend weeks m the filthy hotels of Herat and Kabul, 
staymg high But there was a imhtary coup m 1973, and the 
(who was sunnmg himself m Italy) was deposed Now 
Afghanistan is expensive but just as barbarous as ^fore Even 
the hippies have begun to find it mtolcrable. The food smells 
of cholera, travel there is always uncomfortable and sometimes 
dangerous, and the Afghans are lazy, idle, and violent. I had 
'~not been there long before I regretted having changed my 
plans to take the southern route. True, there was a war in 
Baluchistan, but Baluchistan was smalL I was detemuned to 
?^cal with Afghanistan swiMy and put that discomfort mto 
parentheses But it was a week before I boarded another 
tram. 

The Customs Office was closed for the night. We could not 
go back to the Iranian frontier, we could not proceed mto 
Herat. So we remamed on a stnp of earth, neither Afgh anistan 
nor Iran, in a hotel without a name There was no clectnaty m 
Bus hotel, there was no toilet, and there was enough water for 
only one cup of tea apiece. Bobby and his fnend, who went 
^^uder the name Lopez (his real name was Moms), became 
fnghtfuUy happy when the Afghan m the candleht foyer told 
us our beds would cost thirty-five cents each. Lopez asked for 
Bashish The Afghan said there was none Lopez called him a 
A ‘scumbag’ The Afghan brought a piece the size of a dog’s turd 
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and we spent the rest of the evening smoking it At about 
midmght a telephone rang m the darkness. Lopez said, ‘If it s 
for me, tell them I’m not here ! ’ 

On our way into Herat the next day an Afghan passenger 
fired his shotgun through the roof of the bus and there was a 
fight to deterrmne who would pay to have the hole mended 
My ears were still rmging from the explosion a day later iD. 
Herat, as I watched groups of hippies standing m the thorn 
bushes complaimng about the exchange rate At three o’clock 
the next morning there was a parade down the mam street of 
Herat, fartmg comets and snare drums it was the sort of 
bizarre mghtmare old men have in German novels I asked 
Lopez if he’d heard the parade, but he brushed my question 
aside He was worried, he said, cawing like a broker, and 
wavmg his bangled wrists despairmgly, he told his bad news 
the dollar was quoted at fifty afghanis. ‘It’s a rip-off !’ 

I went, by bus and plane, to Kabul, via Mazar-i-Shanf 
Two madents in Kabul stay in my mind a visit to the Kabul 
Insane Asylum, where I failed to gam the release of a Cana- 
dian who had been put there by mistake (he said he didn’t 
mmd staying there as long as he had a supply of chocolate' 
bars, it was better than gomg back to Canada), and, later that 
week, passmg a Pathan tent encampment and seeing a camel 
suddenly collapse under a great load of wood - a moment later 
the Pathans pounced, dismembermg and skmnmg the poor 
beast I had no wish^to stay longer m Kabul I took a bus east, 
to the top of the Khyber Pass I had a tram to catch there, at 
Landi Kotal, for Peshawar, and I dreaded missmg it, because 
there is only one tram a week, a Sunday local called the ‘132- 
Down’. 


6 


^The Khyber Pass Local 


The Khyber Pass on the Afghanistan side of the frontier is 
rockier, higher, and more dramauc than on the Pakistan side, 
out at Tor Kham - the border - it turns green, and for this 
rohage one feels enormous gratitude. It was the first con- 
Onuous greenery I had seen smee leaving IstanbuL It begins as 
^en on the rock faces, and pale clumps of weed sproutmg 
crevices, then bushes and low trees the wmd has twisted 
“Ko a mass of elbows, and finally grassy slopes, turning leafy 
as one nears Peshawar It is like a seasonal change m the space 
"“of a day, this movement from the sharp-featured heights and 
Borges outside Jalalabad to the cliffs of Landi Khana, bearded 
, wth wmdblown bouquets of wild flowers. The change is 
^rupt, there cannot be man y countries so dose geographically 
^d yet so distmctly different. The landscape softens where 
die border hne on the map begins, and the gnzzled faces of 
^ghans, whose heads are sloppily swathed in white turbans, 
are replaced by the angular beakmess of Pakistanis, who wear 
nanow shppers and have the thin scornful moustaches of 
rnagiciaiis and movie villains. 

And there is the Khyber Railway, a further pleasure. Built 
years ago at great cost, it is an engmeenng marvel It has 
J^irty-four tunn^ ninety-two badges and culverts, and 
chmbs to 3600 feet. The tram is well guarded on bluffs 
above the track, m htde garrisons and pillboxes, the Khyber 
Rifles stand sentry duty, staring blanWy at the plummetmg 
blue black ravmes on Afghanistan’s inhospitable edge 

There is only one tram a week on the Khyber Railway, and 
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practically all the passengers are what the Pakistanis refer to 
as ‘tribal people’, the Kuki, Mahkdin, Karobar, and Zakka 
Khel, indistinguishable m their rags They use the tram for _ 
their weekly visit to the bazaar in Peshawar. It is an outmg for 
them, this day m town, so the platform at Landi Kotal station 
in the Khyber Pass is mobbed with excited tnbesmen tramp- 
mg up and down in their bare feet, waitmg for the tram tci^ 
start I found a seat m the last car and watched a tribesman, 
who was almost certainly msane, quarrellmg on the platform 
with some beggars. A beggar would hmp over to a waitmg 
family and stick his hand out. The lunatic would then rush up 
to the beggar and scream at him Some of the beggars ignored 
him; one hit back, rather lazily slappmg him until a pohceman 
mtervened. 

The lunatic was old. He had a long beard, an army surplus 
overcoat, and wore sandals cut from rubber tyres. He 
squawked at the pohceman and boarded the tram, choosing a 
seat very near me He began to smg. This amused the pas- 
sengers He sang louder. Beggars had been passmg through the 
car — lepers, blmd men led by httle boys, men on crutches - 
the usual parade of rural unfortunates They shuffled from one 
end of the car to the other, moanmg. The passengers watched 
them with some interest, but no one gave them any thin g. The 
beggars earned tm cans of dry bread crusts. The lunanc 
mocked them he made faces at a blmd man, he screamed at a 
leper The passengers laughed, the beggars passed on A one- 
armed man boarded He stood flounshing his good arm, pre- 
sentmg his stump, a four-mch bone at his shoulder. 

■ ‘Allah IS great * Look, my arm is missmg ! Give something 
to my wounded self I’ 

‘Go away, you stupid man!’ shouted the lunatic 

‘Please give,’ said the one-armed man He started down the 
car 

Go away, stupid' We don’t want you here'’ The lunatic 
rose to torment the man, and as he did so the man pounced on 
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him and gave him, a temfic wallop on the side of his head, 
sending him reehng mto his seat. When the one-armed man 
.left, the lunatic resumed his smgmg But now he had no 
listeners 

The translation of this dialogue was provided by two men 
sitting near me, Mr Haq and Mr Hassan. Mr Haq, a man of 
■^ibout sixty-five, was a lawyer from Lahore. Mx Hassan, from 
Peshawar, was his fnend They had just come from the border 
"'here, Mr Haq said, “We were makmg certam mquines ’ 

‘You will like Peshawar,’ said Mr Hassan. ‘It is a mce httle 
town.’ 

‘I would like to mterrupt my learned fnend to say that he 
does not know what he is talkmg,’ said Mr Haq ‘I am an old 
“mu - 1 know what I am taUang Peshawar is not a mce town 
' all It was, yes, but not now The Afghanistan government 
3iid the Russians want to capture it ft was the Russians and 
Indians who took a piece of Pakistan away, what they are 
''calhng Bangladesh. WclL Peshawar was once great some time 
back. It is full of history, but I don’t know what is gomg to 
happen to us ’ 

The tram had started, the lunanc was now tormentmg a 
small boy who appeared to be travelhng alone, the tnbesmen - 
sll elbows — were at the wmdows It was an odd tnp one 
moment the car would be filled with sunshme, and outside the 
bead of the valley shifted to a view of a tumbhng stone gorge, 
tbe next moment we would be m darkness There are three 
“des of tunnels on the Khyber Railway, and as there were no 
bghts on the tram, we travelled those three miles m the dark 
“I would like very much to talk to you,’ said Mr Haq ‘You 
.^ave been to Kabul You can tell me is it safe there?’ 

I told bim I had seen a lot of soldiers, but I supposed they 
were around because of the mil i tar y coup Afghanistan was 
ruled by decree 

- ‘Well, I have a problem, and I am an old man, so I need 
some advice 
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The problem was this * a Pakistani boy, a distant relative of 
Mr Haq’s, had been arrested in Kabul What with diflBcuIties 
m obtaining foreign currenqr and the impossibihty of travel- 
Img to India, the only place holiday-minded Pakistanis go to is 
Afghamstan Mr Haq thought the boy had been arrested for 
having hashish, and he had been asked whether he would go to 
Kabul to see if he could get the boy released. He wasn’t sure 
he wanted to go. 

‘You tell me. You make the decision.* 

I told him he should put the matter in the hands of the 
Pakistam embassy m Kabul. 

‘Ofi&cially we have diplomatic relations, but everyone knows 
we have no diplomatic relations. I cannot do.’ 

‘Then you have to go.’ 

‘What if they arrest me?* 

‘Why would they do that?* 

‘They might think I’m a spy,* said Mr Haq ‘We are almost 
at war with Afghanistan over the Pakhtoomstan issue.’ 

The Pakhtoomstan issue was a few villages of armed Pathan 
tnbesmen, supported by Russia and Afghamstan, who were 
threatemng to secede from Pakistan, declare a new state, and, 
denying their mcome from dned fruit, become a sovereign 
power*, the hberated warnors would then compete m the world 
market of raisins and prunes. 

‘My advice is don’t go,’ I said. 

‘How can you say that! What about the boy? He is 
a relative — his family is very worried I wish,’ said Mr 
Haq, ‘to ask you one further question Do you know Kabul’s 
jail?’ 

I said I didn’t, but I had seen Kabul’s insane asylum and^j 
did not find it encouragmg. 

‘Kabul’s jail. Listen, I wiU tell you. It was built in the year 
1626 by King Babar. Well, they call it a jail, but it is a number 
of holes in the ground, like deep wells They put the prisoners ^ 
m. At mght they cover them up with hds That is the truth. 
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do not give food The boy might be dead I don’t know 
'^tlshoulddo’ 

Urdu with Mr Hassan, while I snapped 
^ of the ravines We ducked into tunnels, emerging 
Ugh spurs to reversmg stations, above us were fortified 
ere and stone emplacements, bright m the midaftemoon 
t seems an impossible journey for a tram The 132-Down 
not^ sides, breathmg heavily, and when there is 

jjjto ^ und a vertical rock face the tram swerves 

from h Plungmg through a cave, it dislodges bats 

With th ^ which the tribesmen at the windows swat 

^ j. ^ ^uks Then mto the sunhght again, past the fort at 
, balancmg on a high peak, and an hour later, after 

bourhtwi^ moves on a gender slope m the neigh- 

of Jamrud Above Jamrud is its bulky fort, with 
ten feet thick and its homwotks facmg Afghanistan. 

■'Obs^™* Jamrud, movmg Mr Haq to the 

rvation ‘We do what we ran with them, and they are 
<^oniing right up ’ 

th silent agam and did not speak imtil we were travel- 

ing through the outskirts of Peshawar, beside a road of clop- 
^g tongas and beepmg jalopies Here^ it was flat and green, 
e palms were high, it was probably hotter than Kabul had 
n, but so much green shade made it seem cool Behind us 
*ne sun had dropped low, and the peaks of the Khyber Pass 
Were mauve m a lilac haze so lovely it looked scented Mr Haq 
innl he had busmess here - *1 have to solve my great worry ’ 
“But let us meet later,’ he said at Peshawar Cantonment 
Station. *1 will not trouble you with my problems. We will 
^^vc tea and rallr about matters of world mterest,’ 


Peshawar is a pretty town, I would gladly move there, settle 
V down on a verand^, and grow old watchmg sunsets m the 
Khyber Pass. Peshawar’s widely spaced mansions, all excellent 
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examples of Anglo-Muslim Gothic, are spread along broad 
s eepy roads under cool trees just the place to recover from 
the hideous expenence of Kabul You hail a tonga at the 
station and nde to the hotel, where on the verandah the chairs 
ave swmg-out extensions for you to prop up your legs and get 
e blood circulatmg. A nimble waiter brmgs a large bottle of 
Murree Export Lager. The hotel is empty, the other guests^ 
have risked a pumshing journey to Swat m hopes of being 
received by His Highness the Wah. You sleep soundly under 
a tent of mosqmto net and are awakened by the fluting of birds 
for an Enghsh breakfast that begms with porridge and ends 
with a kidney Afterwards a tonga to the museum 
How was Buddha conceived, you may wonder. There is a 
Graeco-Buddhist fneze in the Peshawar Museum showing 
Buddha s mother lymg on her side and bemg impregnated 
trough her nbs by what looks like the nozzle of a hot-air 
alloon suspended over her In another panel the infant 
Buddha is leapmg from a sht in her side - a birth with all the - 


energy of a broad jump Farther on is a nativity scene, Buddha 
lymg at the centre of attendmg figures, who kneel at prayer' 
the usual Christmas card arrangement done dehcately m stone - 
with classical faces The most stnkmg piece is a three-foot 
stone sculpture of an old man m a lotus posture The man is 
astmg his eyes are sunken, his nb cage is promment, his 
ees are knobbly, his belly hollow He looks near death, but 
expression is beatific. It is the most accurate representation 
m granite of an emaciated body that Fve ever seen, and again 
and again, throughout India and Pakistan, !■ was to see that 
s^e body, m doorways and outside huts and leamng against 
the piUars of railway stations, starvation lendmg a speaal 
quality of sainthness to the bony face 

A little distance from the museum, when I was buymg some 
matches at a shop, I was offered morphine. I wondered if I 
heard right and asked to see it. The man took out a matchbox 
(perhaps ‘matches’ w^ a code word?) and shpped it open. 
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was a small phial marked Morphine Sulphate, ten white 
tsolets The man said they were to be taken m the arm and 
^ could have the whole lot for twenty dollars I 
ered him five dollars and laughed, but he saw he was bemg 
®ucked. He turned surly and told me to go away 
I would have liked to stay longer m Peshawar I liked lazing 
yn the verandah, shakmg out my newspaper, and watchmg the 
gas go by, and I enjoyed hearmg Pakistanis discussmg the 
war with Afghanistan. They were worried and ag- 
^ut I gave them encouragement and said they would 
®u enthusiastic well-wisher m me if they ever cared to 
uivade that barbarous country My prompt reassurance sur- 
them, but they saw I was smcere. ‘I hope you will help 
^ explamed that I was not a very able soldier He 
j Not you m person, but America in generaL’ I said I 
Co dn t promise national support, but that I would be glad to 
PW a word m for them. 

_Everythmg is easy m Peshawar except buymg a tram ticket, 
his 18 a mommg’s work and leaves you exhausted First you 
^TOnsult the Ometabl^ Pakistan Western RaStvays, and find 
that the Khyber Mafl. leaves at four o’clock Then you go to 
the Information window nnrt are told it leaves at 9 50 pjn. 
The Information man sends you to Reservations The man m 
Reservations is not there, but a sweeper says he’ll be right 
hack. He returns m an hour and helps you decide on a class. 
Ne Writes your name in a book and gives you a chit. You take 
the chit to Bookmgs, where, for 108 rupees (about ten dollars), 
you are handed two tickets and an initialled chit. You go back 
to Reservations, and wait for the man to return once again He 
j^jetums, miuals the tickets, exammes the chit, and wntes the 
details in a ledger about six feet square. 

Nor was ilni the only difficulty The man m Rcservations 
told me no beddmg was available on the Khyber Mafl. I 
- suspected he was anghng for baksheesh and gave him six 
rupees to find bedding After twenty mmutes he said it had all 
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been booked. He was very sorry. I asked for my bribe back. He 
said, ‘As you wish.’ 

Later m the day I worked out the perfect solution I was 
staymg m Dean’s Hotel, one m a chain of hotels that includes 
Faletti’s m Lahore. I had to pester the clerk a good deal, but 
he finally agreed to give me what bedding I needed- I would 
give him sixty rupees and he would give me a chit. In Lahore 
I would give the beddmg and chit to Falem’s and get my sixty 
rupees back. This was the chit: 

Please refund this man Rs 60/ — (RS SIXTY ONLY) if he 
produce you this receipt and One Blanket and One Sheet One 
Pillow and Credit it in Dean’s Hotel Peshawar Account. 



The Khyber Mail to Lahore Junction 


R A 

SHiDj the conductor on the sleeping car, helped me find 
to after a moment’s hesitation he asked me 

^ 3ve a look at his tooth. It was givmg him aches, he said 
iinpertment. I had told him I was a 
do V ^ Batting tired of the Asiatic mquisition Where 
come from? What do you do? Mamed or smgle? Any 
yj ° tt^gging made me evasive, secretive, foolish, an 
or of cock-and-bull stones Rashid made the bed and 
.cm., °^sd up, tuggmg his lip dovra to show me a canme 

'gnawed with decay 

You d better see a dentist m Karachi,’ I said. Tn the mean- 
C. your food on the other side ’ 

(jg ®nsfied -with my advice (and I also gave him two aspirins), 
® Said, You will be very comfortable here German carnage, 
nni fifteen years old Heavy, you see, so no shaking ’ 

I had not taken long to find my compartment Only three 
"'^te occupied - the other two by army officers — and my name 
'''ss on the door, pnntcd large on a label Now I could teU on 
^ntenng a tram what sort of a journey it would be The feehng 
on the Khyber Mail was sbght disappomtment that the 
'^P Would be so short — only twelve hours to Lahore I wished 
jf3 Were longer I hnH everytlung I needed The compartment 
Was large, well hghted, and comfortable, with a toilet and sink 
w an adjommg room, I had a drop-leaf table, well-upholstered 
mirror, ashtray, chrome gm-bottlc holder, the works I 
' was alone But if I wished to have company I could stroll to 
the dimng car or idle m the passage with the army officers 
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Nothing IS expected of the train passenger. In planes the 
traveller is condemned to hours in a tight seat; ships require 
high spirits and socdabihty; cars and buses are unspeakable. 
The sleeping car is the most painless form of travel. In 
Ordered Southy Robert Louis Stevenson wntes, 

Herem, I think, is the chief attraction of railway travel. The 
speed is so easy, and the train disturbs so litde the scenes 
through which it takes us, that our heart becomes full of the 
placidity and stillness of the country; and while the body is being 
borne forward m the flying chain of carriages, the thoughts 
alight, as the humour moves them, at unfrequented stations . . . 

The romance associated with the sleeping car derives from its 
extreme privacy, combining the best features of a cupboard 
with forward movement. Whatever drama is being enacted in 
this movmg bedroom is heightened by the landscape passing 
the window a swell of hills, the surprise of mountains, the 
loud metal bndge, or the melancholy sight of people standmg 
under yellow lamps And the notion of travel as a continuous 
vision, a grand tour’s succession of memorable images across a 
curved earth - with none of the distorting emptiness of air or 
sea - is possible only on a train. A train is a vehicle that allows 
residence : dinner in the diner, nothing could be finer. 

‘What time does the Elhyber Mail get to Karachi?’ 

‘Timetable says seven-fifteen in the night,’ said Rashid. 
*But we will be five and a half hours late.’ 

‘Why?’ I asked. 

‘We are always five and a half hours late. It is the case.* 

I slept well on my Dean’s Hotel beddmg and ‘was awakened 
at six the following mormng by a Sikh with a steel badge ^ 
p^ed to his turban that read Pakistan Western Railways. His'^ 
right eye was milky with trachoma. 

*You wanting breakfast?’ 

I said yes. 

‘I coming seven o’clock ’ 
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He brought an omelette, tea, and toast, and for the next half- 
lour I sprawled, reading Chekhov’s wonderful story ‘Anadne 
ind finishing my tea. Then I snapped up the shade and 
looded the compartment with hght. In bnihant sunshine we 
were passing ncc fields and stagnant pools full of white lotuses 
and standing herons Farther on, at a small tree, we startled a 
pair of pisiachio-grcen parrots, they flew up, getting greener as 
fitey rose. Looking out a tram wmdow in Asia is hke watching 
an unedited travelogue without the obnoxious soundtrack I 
to guess at the purpose of acnvities — people patung pic- 
shaped turds and slappmg them on to the side of a mud hut to 
^ty, men with bullocks and submerged ploughs, prepanng a 
nee field for plannng, and at Badaml Bagh, just outside 
Lahore, a town of grass huts, cardboard shelters, pup tents, 
2nd hovels of paper, twigs, and cloth, everyone was m motion 
“ sortmg fruit, foldmg clothes, fanning the fire, shoomg a dog 
away, mendmg a roof It is the industry of the poor m the 
morning, so busy they look hopeful, but it is deceptive The 
position of their setdement gives them away, this is the ex- 
treme of poverty, the shantytown by the railway tracks 

The shantytown had another wimess a tall thm Indian o 
about twenty, with long hair, stood at the comdor wm ow e 
asked me the time, his London accent was unmistakable 1 


asked him where he was headed 

India I was bom m Bombay, but I left when I was ee or 
four Still, I’m an Indian nght the way through ’ 

*But you were brought up in England 
‘Yeah I’ve got a Bntish passport too I didn’t want to get 
one, after all they did to me But an Indian passport is too 
much trouble Sec, I want to go to Germany eventually 
' they’re m the Common Market. It’s easy with a Bndsh pass- 


port.’ 

"Why not stay m London?’ 

^ *You can stay m London if you Hke They’re all raoahsts It 
starts when you’re about ten years old, and that’s all you hear — 
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wog, nigger, blackie There’s nothing you can do about it. At 
school It’s really temble — ever hear about Paki-bashing? And 
Fm not even a Pakistani. They don’t know the ^fference. But 
they re cowards When Fm with me mate no one comes up and 
says nothing, but lots of times about ten blokes would start 
trouble with me I hate them. I’m glad to be here.’ 

‘This IS Pakistan ’ 

‘Same thing. Everyone’s the same colour.* 

‘Not really,’ I said. 

‘More or less,’ he said. ‘I can relax here — I’m free.* 

‘Won’t you feel rather anonymous?’ 

The first thing Fm going to do m India is get a haircut, 
then no one will know.’ 

It seemed a cruel fate He spoke no Indian language, his 
parents were dead, and he was not quite sure how to get to 
Bombay, where he had some distant relatives who seldom 
rephed to letters unless he enclosed money. He was one of 
those colonialanomahes, more English than he cared to admit, 
but uneasy in the only country he understood, 

‘In England they were always staring at me. I hated it.’ 

‘I get stared at here,’ I said. 

^ How do you like it? I could see he was reproaching me 
with my colour; after all, he was almost home. 

I said, ‘I rather enjoy it ’ 

^ ‘Sahib.’ It was Rashid, with my suitcase. *We are approach- 
mg’ 

He calls you sahib, said the Indian He looked disgusted. 
He s afraid of you, that’s why.’ 

Rashid But he was speakmg to the Indian. 
jNow, please show me your ticket.’ 

The Indian was travelhng second class. Rashid evicted him 
from first as the tram drew m. 


* 

At Lahore Junction I stepped out (Rashid was at my side 
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for the tram’s being late) into a city that was 
ar It matched a stereotype m my memory My image of 
^Ki' h denves from Kipling, and it was in Lahore that 

P ng came of age as a writer Exaggerating the mobs, the 
bazaar, the colour and confusion, the Kipling of the 
y stones and Kim is really descnbing Lahore today, that 
c 0 It beyond the Mall where processions of nckshaws, pony 
^ awkers, and vefled women fill the narrow lanes and 
^ their direction. The Anarkah Bazaar and the 
^th Its fort and mosques, have retained the dis- 
^oDcism Kiphng mentions, though now, with a hun- 
tepennon, it is touched with horror 
in here,’ said the tonga driver when he dropped me 

resei^ki ^ °f the old aty, but I saw none, and nothing 

sta II ^ ^ Lahore house The absence of women m Paki- 
’ cruismg males, had an odd effect on me I found 

of fit other similarly idle men, at gansh pictures 

w IH ^ began to thmk that the stnetures of Islam 

, I tjmckly make me a fanaer of the margin? of anatomy, 
at especially trim ankles, seeking a wink bchmd a 
> or watching for a response m the shoulders of one of those 
ouded forms Islam’s demals seemed capable of turning the 
inost normal soul mto a foot fetishist, and as if to combat this 
c movie posters lampooned the erotic fat girls m boots 
®*™8ghng helplessly with hairy, leenng men, tormented 
Women clutching their breasts, Anglo-Indians (regarded as 
swinging their bums and croomng mto microphones 
Oie men m Lahore stroll with their eyes upturned to these 
i-artoon fantasies. 

_ ‘They mvite you out to cat,’ an American told me This was 
at the spectacular fort, and we were both admiring the small 
marble pavflion, called Naulakha (Kiphng named his house 
outside Brattleboro, Vermont, after it, because it was so ex- 
pensive to build ‘naulakha’ means 900,000) The American 
was agitated. He said, Tfou finish eatmg and they start eye- 
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balling your chick. It’s always your chick they’re after. The 
chick’s strung out “Gee, Mohammed, why don’t you have any 
pockets in your dhoti?” “We are not havmg any pockets, 
miss” - that kind of crap. One guy — this really pissed me off - 
he takes me aside and says, ‘‘Five minutes' Five minutes' 
That’s all I want with her!” But would he let me have his 
chick for five minutes? You’ve gotta be jokmg.’ 

The order in Lahore is in the architecture, the moghul and 
colonial splendour AH around it are crowds of people and 
vehicles, and their dereHction makes the grandeur emphatic, as 
the cooking fat and cow-dung makes the smeUs of perfume and 
joss-sticks keener To get to the Shahmar Gardens I had to 
pass through miles of congested streets of josthng people with 
the starved look of predators I shouldered my way through 
the venereal township of Begampura; but inside the gardens it 
is peaceful, and though it has been stripped of its marble, and 
the reflecting pools are dark brown, the gardens have the order 
and shade - a sense of dehdous refuge - that could not be very 
different from that imagined by Shah Jahan, when he laid 
them out in 1637 The pleasures of Lahore are old, and though 
one sees attempts everywhere, the Pakistanis have not yet 
succeeded in turning this beautiful aty into a ruin. 

Ramadhan contmued, and the restaurants were either closed 
or on emergency rations, eggs and tea. So I was forced mto an 
imwilling fast too, hopmg it wouldn’t drive me crazy as it 
manifestly did the Afghan and Pakistani. Instead of somno- 
lence, himger produced excitable, glassy-eyed individuals, 
some of whom quick-marched from aUeyways to clutch my 
sleeve. 

‘Pot - hashish - LSD.* 

‘LSD?’ I said. ‘You seU LSD>’ 

‘Yes, why not? You come to my place Also nice copper, 
silver, handicraft ’ 

‘I don’t want handicraft ’ 

‘You want hashish? One kilo twenty doUar.* 
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^ was tempting, but I preferred bottled mango juice, which 
sweet and thick, and the curry puffs known as samosas 
always wrapped m pages from old school 
read th ^ rJown, drank my juice, ate my samoso, and 
markl ^ ‘ the sheanng force at any [grease 

■ Beam is represented by the Vertical Distance 

'•^ecn that Lme and the LmeCD* 


♦ 


Ho^ T^f forty-seven tables m the dining room of Falem’s 
Prese them easy to count because I was the only dmer 

at evemngs I ate there. The five waiters stood 

two from me, and when I cleared my throat 

asked forward Not wantmg to disappomt them I 

cm questions about Lahore, and m one of these con- 
thou ^ foamed that the Punjab Qub was not far away I 
Would be a good idea to have a postprandial snooker 
of second evenmg I was given directions by one 

j 0 Waiters and set off for the club 
the almost immediately m a distnct adjacent to 

hotel where there were no street hghts. My footsteps 
^hsed the watchdogs and as I walked these barkmg hounds 
pod at fences and hedges I have not conquered a childhood 


fear of 


arrange dogs, and, although the trees smelled sweet and 


rhe night was cool, I had no idea where I was gomg It was ten 
“hnutes before a car approached I flagged it down. 

"You arc commg from?’ 

‘FalcttTs Hotel ’ 


f . *1 mean your country ’ 

‘Umted States ’ 

'You are most welcome,’ said the driver ‘My name is 
^war May I give you a lift?’ 

“I’m trymg to find the Punjab Qub ’ 

‘Get m please,’ he said, and when I did, he said, “How are 
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you please?’ This is precisely the way the posturing Ivan 
Turkin greets people m Orekhov’s story ‘lonych’. 

Mr Anwar drove for another mile, telling me how fortunate 
it was that we should meet - there were a lot of thieves around 
at night, he said -- and at the Punjab Qub he gave me his card 
and invited me to his daughter’s weddmg, which was one week 
away. I said I would be in India then. 

*Well, India is another story altogether,’ he said, and drove 
off. 

The Punjab Qub, a bungalow behind a high hedge, was 
lighted and looked cosy, but it was completely deserted. I had 
imagined a crowded bar, a lot of cheerful drinkers, a snooker 
game in progress, a pair in the comer plottmg adultery, waiters 
with trays of drinks, and chits flying back and forth. This 
could have been a clinic of some kmd; there was not a soul in 
sight, but it had the atmosphere - and even the magazines - of 
a dentist’s waiting room. I saw what I wanted a few doors 
along a corridor* large red letters on the window read wait 
FOR THE STROKE, and m the shadows were two tables, the 
balls m position, ready for play imder a gleaming rack of 
cues 

Tfes?’ It was an elderly Pakistani, and he had the forlorn 
abstraction of a man mterrupted in his reading. He wore a 
black bow tie, and the pocket of his shirt sagged with pens. 
*What can I do for you?’ 

1 just happened to be passing,’ I said. 1 thought I might 
stop in Do you have redprocai privileges with any clubs in 
London?’ 

‘No, not that I know of.* 

Terhaps the manager would know.’ 

*1 am the manager,’ he said. ‘We used to have an arrange- 
ment with a dub m London — many years ago.’ 

‘What was the name of it?’ 

Tm sorry. I’ve forgotten, but I know the dub is no longer 
in existence. What was it you wanted?’ 
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A game of snooker ’ 

hei^° ‘There IS no one 


e showed me around, but the hghted empty rooms de- 
pressed me The place was abandoned, like Faletti’s dinin g 
wm with Its forty-seven empty tables, like the distnct where 
watchdogs. I said I had to go, and at the front 

r,. j L ^ might find a taxi over there, m the next 

toad but one Good night.’ 

h WM hopeless I had walked about a hundred yards from 
j ond could not find the road, though I was going m the 
^ (m he had mdicated. I could hear a dog growhng behmd 
me^ft ^ ^odge Then I heard a car It moved swiftly towards 
back^ aoreeched to a halt. The dnver got out nnd opened the 

Die K manager had sent him to take 

“ack to my hotel, he was afraid Fd get lost. ' 

hot ^ search of a dnnk as soon as I got back to the 
Was still early, about ten o’clock, but I had not gone 
ysrds when a thm man in striped pjtjamas stepped from 
d a tree. His eyes were pronunent and lighted m the 
dusky tnangle of his face 
■What are you lookmg for?’ 

‘A drink.’ 

1 get you a nice girl Two hundred rupees Good fucking ’ 
We said this with no more emodon than a man hawkmg razor 
blades 

‘No thanks ’ 

‘Very young You come with me Good fuckmg ’ 

‘And good fuclong to you,’ 1 said Tm looking for a 
dnnk.’ 

He tagged along behmd me, mumbhng his refram, and then 
at an mtersecnon, by a park, he said ‘Come with me - m 
here ’ 

‘In there?’ 

‘Yes, she is waiting ’ 
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‘In those trees^’ It was blade, unligfated and hummiDg with 
crickets. 

IS a park.’ 

‘You mean I’m supposed to do it there, under a tree?’ 

‘It IS a good park, sahib I ’ 

A litde farther on I was accosted again, tius time by a young 
man who was smoking nervously. He caught my eye. ‘Any- 
thing you want?’ 

TMo.’ 

‘A girl?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Boy?’ 

‘No, go away * 

He hesitated, but kept after me. At last he said softly, ^Take 
me* 

A twenty-minute walk did not take me any doser to a bar. I 
turned, and, giving the pimps a wide berth, went back to the 
hotel. Under a tree in front three old men were hunched 
around a pressure lamp, playing cards. One saw me pass and 
called out, ^ait, sahib I’ He turned his cards face down and 
trotted over to me. 

‘No,’ I said before he opened his mouth. 

‘She’s very nice,’ he said. 

I kept walking. 

‘AH right, only two hundred and fifty rupees.’ 

*1 know where I can get one for two hundred.’ 

‘But this IS in your room I I wiU bring her. She will stay 
until morning.’ 

‘Too much money. Sorry.’ 

‘Sahib * There are expenses! Ten rupees for your sweeper, 
ten also for your chowkidar, ten for your bearer, baksheesh 
here and there. If not, they will make trouble. Take her! She 
wHl be very mce. My girls are experienced m every way.’ 

‘Thin or fat'>’ 

‘As you like. I have on^ neither thin nor fat, but like this.’ 
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He sketched a torso in the air with his fingers, suggesting 
plumpness. ‘About twenty-two or twenty-three Speaks very 
good Enghsh. You will hke her so much Sahib, she is a 
framed nurse 1’ 

He was still calhng out to me as 1 mounted the steps to the 
hotel’s verandah. It turned out that the only bar in Lahore was 
the Polo Room in my hotel I had an expensive beer and fell 
into conversation with a young Enghshman He had been m 
Lahore for two months I asked him what he did for amuse- 
ment. He said there wasn’t very much to do, but he was plan- 
ning to visit Peshawar I told him Peshawar was qmeter than 
Lahore. He said he was sorry to hear that because he found 
Lahore mtolerable. He was bored, he said, but there was hope. 
’I’ve got an appUcatton pendmg at the club,’ he said He was a 
taU plain fellow, who blew his nose at the end of every 
sentence “If they let me m I think Til be all nghi. I can S® 
there in the evenings — it’s a pretty hvely place.’ 

‘What club are you talking about?’ 

‘The Punjab Qub,’ he said. 


8 

The Frontier Mail 


Amritsar, two taxi rides from Lahore (the connecting train 
hasn t run since 1947), is on the Indian side of the frontieir It 
IS to the Sikh what Benares is to the Hindu, a religious capital^ 
a holy city. The object of the Sikh’s pilgrimage is the Golden 
Temple, a copper-gilt gazebo m the centre of a tank. The 
tank’s sanctity has not kept it from stagnation. You can smell it 
a mile away. It is the dearest wish of every Sikh to see this 
temple before he dies and to bnng a souvemr back from 
Amntsar. One of the favourite souvenirs is a large multi- 
coloured poster of a headless man Blood spurts from the 
stump of his neck, he wears the uniform of a warrior. In one 
hand he carries a sword, m the other he holds his drippmg 
head. I asked rune Sikhs what this man’s name was None 
could tell me, but all knew his story In one of the Punjab wars 
he was decapitated. But he was very determined He picked up 
s head, and, holding it in his hand so that he could see what 
e was domg (the eyes of the severed head blaze with resolu- 
non), he contmued to fight. He did this so that he could' get 
ack to Amntsar and have a proper cremation This story 
exeir^ es the Sikh virtues of piety, feroaty, and strength. 
But Sikhs are also very kmd and friendly, and an enormous 
number are members of Lions Qub International. This is 
partly a culti^ misunderstandmg, smce all Sikhs bear the ‘ 
surname which means hon, they feel obhged to jom. 

Special underpants are required by the Sikh rehgion, along 
with xmcut hair, a silver bangle, a wooden comb, and an iron 
dagger And as shoes are prohibited at the Golden Temple, I 
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^pped down the hot marble causeway, domg a kmd of fire- 
walker s tango, watdung these leomne figures stnpped to 
tit holy drawers bathing themselves m the tank and gulpmg 
e green water, swallowmg grace and dysentery m the same 
®Quthful The Sikhs are great soldiers and throughout the 
*^ple enclosure there are marble tablets statmg the fact that 
e Poona Horse Regiment and the Bengal Sappers contn- 
uted so many thousand rupees For the rest of the Indians, 
ujaratis m particular, Sikhs are yokels, and jokes are told to 
ustrate the simphcity of the Sikh mind There is the one 
out the Sikh who, on eimgtatmg to Canada, is told that he 
prove himself a true Canadian by gomg mto the forest 
wrestling a bear and rapmg a squaw He sets out and 
®^ni3 a month later, with his turban m tatters and his face 
covered with scratches, saymg, ‘Now I must wrestle the 
^uaw Another concerns a Sikh who misses his bus He 
c ases the bus, tiymg to board, and soon realizes he has run all 

0 Way home ‘Fve just chased my bus and saved fifty 
paisas, he tells his wife, who rephes, ‘If you had chased a taxi 
you could have saved a rupee.* 

1 had a meal at a Sikh restaurant after wandering around 
dte City and then went to the railway station to buy my ticket 
on the Fronuer Mad to Delhi The man at Reservations put 
too on the waitmg list and told me there was *a 98 per cent 
‘^ce’ that I would get a berth, but that I would have to wait 
Untd half-past four for a confirmanon Indian railway stations 
are wonderful places for I HIlm g time m, and they arc like scale 
tnodels of Indian society, with its divisions of caste, class, and 

aox SECOND-CLASS LADIES* WAITING ROOM, BEARERS’ 
» entrance, third-class EXIT, FIRST-CLASS TOILET, 
VEGETARIAN RESTAURANT, NON-VEGETARIAN RESTAU- 
RANT, RETIRING ROOMS, CLOAKROOM, and the whole 
range of occupations on office signboards, from the any 
one saymg SWEEPER, to the neatest of all, station- 
master. 
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A steam locomotive was belching smoke at one of the plat- 
forms. I crossed over and as I snapped a picture a Sikh 
appeared on the footplate and asked me to send him a print. I 
said I would. He asked me where I was going, and when I told 
him I was taking the Fronuer Mail he said, ‘You have so many 
hours to wait Come with me. Get in this bogie’ - he pointed 
to the first car — ‘and at the first station you can come m here 
and nde with me.’ 

‘I’m afraid I’ll miss my train.’ 

‘You will not,’ he said. ‘Without fail.’ He said this predsely? 
as if remembermg an English lesson. 

‘I don’t have a ticket.’ 

‘No one is havmg a ticket They are all cheating ! ’ 

So I chmbed aboard and at the first station jomed him in 
the cab. The tram was gomg to Atari, on the Pakistan bordetj 
sixteen miles away. I had always wanted to nde m the engme 
of a steam locomotive, but this trip was badly rim ed. We left 
just at sunset and as I was wearmg my prescnption sunglasses 
— my other pair was m my smtcase m the station cloakroom — I 
could not see a thing. I held on, blmd as a bat, sweatmg m the 
heat from the firebox. The Sikh shouted explanations of what 
he was doing, puHmg levers, brmgmg up the pressure, spin- 
rung knobs, and dodgmg the coal shoveller The noise and the 
heat prevented me from takmg any pleasure m this two-hour 
jaunt, and I suppose I must have looked dispinted because the 
Sikh was anxious to amuse me by blowmg the whistle. Every 
time he did it the tram seemed to slow down. 

My face and arms were flecked with soot from the ride to ^ 
Atari. On the Frontier Mail this was no problem, and I had 
the enjoyable experience that humid evemng of taking a cold 
shower, squattmg on my heels under the burbling pipe, as the 
tram tore through the Punjab to Delhi. 

I returned to my compartment to find a young man sitting 
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greeted me in an accent I coiJd not quite 

^Paruy because he lisped and also because his appearance 

bizarre His hair, parted m the middle, reached 

sleeves ^ bis thm arms were sheathed m tight 

^ch ha^ K ^ three nngs with large orange stones on 

» shells H ' ( vanous kmds and a necklace of white 

'lunacy frightened me it was that corpselike face of 

blw^i ^ blness, with sunken eyes and cheeks, deeply 

and as he ^ narrow, and white. He had a cowenng stare, 

be plaven'^^^ ed me - 1 was soil dripping from my shower - 

Hennann ^ leather purse He said his' name was 

that he* ^ g°rng to Delhi. He had bnbed the conductor 

® comnan^ travel with a European. He didn’t want to be m 

hoped ^ “ *here might be trouble. He 

t understood 

1 ^ nght?’ 

hospitJ^ ~ “ Amntsar I have been in the 

t3kc testa Quetta also I was so nervous The doctors 

1 don’t medicine, but it does no good 

' of b H ^ don’t eat — just maybe glass of milk and piece 
■■ tiu« ^ Amntsar from Lahore I was so sick m Lahore 
days m hospital and m Quetta two dajis I cross Balu- 
^ Yazd, you know Yazd? It is a tenable place. Two 
j f ®rn there and I am on the bus two days from Teheran 
Cannot sleep Every five hours the bus stops and I take some 
^ ^d a htde melon I am sick. The people say, “Why you 
On t talk - are you angry?” But I say, "No, not angry, but 
Sick-” ’ 


This was the way he spoke, m long hsped passages, mter- 
rupung himself, repeatmg that he was sick m a voice that was 
nionotonously apologenc. He was German and had been a 
sailor,' a deck hand on a German ship, then a steward on a 
Finnish one. He had sailed for seven years and had been to the 
States - ‘Yes, to every country,’ he said, ‘but only for a few 
hours. He loved ships, but he couldn’t sail anymore. I asked 
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why ‘Hepatios,’ he said, giving it a German pronunaadon- 
He caught it in Indonesia and was in the hospital for weeks. 
He had never managed to shake it off. he soil needed tests. 
He d had one in Amritsar. ‘People say to me, “Your face is 
sick, I know my face is sick, but I cannot eat.’ 

His face was ghasdy, and he was tremblmg ‘Axe you taking 
any medicme?’ 

’ He shook his head. ‘1 take this.’ He opened the leather 
purse he had been smoothmg with his scrawny fingers and took 
out a cellophane envelope. He peeled the cellophane away and 
showed me a wad of brown sticky stuff, like a flattened plug of 
English toffee. 

‘What is It?’ 

‘Opium,’ he said. ‘I take it m httle balls.’ 

His hsp made ‘balls’ moistly vicious. 

*1 am a yunk.’ He broke off a piece of opium and rolled it 
between his fingers, slowly makmg it a pellet. 

‘A junkie?’ 

*Yes, I take needle See my arms.’ 

He locked the compartment door and pulled the curtain 
across the window. He rolled up his left sleeve His arm 
appalled me* each vem was clearly defined by dark bruised 
scars of needle mar ks, thick welts that made the veins into 
black cords. He touched his arm shyly, as if it didn’t belong to 
him and said, ‘I cannot get heroin In Lahore I am not feeling 
so weU. I stay m hospital but still I am weak and nervous The 
people are makmg noise and it is so hoL I don’t know what I 
can do. So I escape and I walk down the street A Pakistani 
says to me he has some morphme. I go with him and he shows 
me. It is good — German morphme. He asks me for one 
himdred and fifty rupees. I give him and take an mjecnon 
That is how I get to Amritsar But in Amritsar I get very sick 
and I cannot get any more of morphme So I take this—’ He 
patted his nght pocket and took out a cake of hashish, roughly 
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^ siK of the opium blob, but dry and cracked ‘Or I smoke 
- He withdrew a httle sack of manjuana. 

I told him that with his budget of drugs he was lucky to 
got into India. At the border post I had seen an Indian 
*^totas ofihaal ask a boy to drop his jeans 
'YeSj’ said Hermann ‘I am so nervous ! The man asks me 
° ^ liave pot and I say no Do I smoke it? I say, yes, some- 
but he doesn’t look at my luggages If I am nervous I 
^ kidc It m secret places ’ 

l^'ken I suppose you don’t have anythmg to worry about.’ 

■^ 0 , 1 am hot anrl nervous always ’ 

But you can hide your drugs ’ 

*1 can even throw them away and buy more,’ he said *301 
arms ! If they see my arrm they know I have to hide my 
always ’ He pushed his sleeves up and looked agam at the 
long dark scars 

He told me how it was that he had come to India. In' 
Hanover, he decided to cure ViimRfflf of his herom habit. He 
^og*stered as an addict and entered a rehabflitation centre -i he 
oalled It ‘The Release’ — where he was given 700 Deutsche 
®2rks a month and a daily glagg of methadone In return for 
Bus he helped clean the centre. He never went out, he was 
®^raid that if he did he would meet someone who’d sell hun 
heroin. But an odd thing happened by staymg m he rarely 
®pent his monthly allowance, and he found that at the end of a 
year he had saved quite a lot of money — enough to hvc on m 
hidia for six months or more. So he picked up and left, just 
IBte tbnr^ on a charter fli ght to Teheran, where his withdrawal 


symptoms began. 

He had earned his derehenon to a derelict land. He was 
doomed, he stank of death, and his condition was not so 
different from that of the unfortunates who appeared at the 
railway stanons we passed, gathermg for the hght and water 
There are foreigners who, knowmg they arc wrecked, go to 


1 H The Great Railway Bazaar 

fcdia to be anonymous m her decrepitude, to age and sicken in 

tne bustees of the East. They are people, V S. Naipaul wrote 

recently, who wish themselves on societies more fragile than 

^ir own . . . who m the end do no more than celebrate their 
own security.’ 

I take this now.’ He popped the pellet of opium into his 
tnouth and closed his eyes. ‘Then I take some water ’ He drank 
a gl^s of water. He had already drunk two, and I realized that 
0 dian water would kill him jf the drugs didn’t. ‘Now I 
Sleep. If I don’t sleep I take another opium ’ 

Twice durmg the mght a match flared m the upper berth, 
g ting the fan on the ceihng I heard the crackle of cello- 
p ane, the snap of the gummy opium m his fingers, and 
Hermann gulpmg water. 


♦ 

^e signs m Amntsar Station (third-class exit, 
econd-class ladies’ waiting room, first-class 
T sweepers only) had given me a formal idea of 

^ an society. The less formal reahty I saw at seven m the 
onung in the Northern Railways Termmal m Old Delhi To 
erstand the real India, the Indians say, you must go to the 
ages. But that is not stnctly true, because the Indians have 
arn their villages to the railway stations In the da3mme it 
ot apparent — you might mistake any of these people for 
^eggars, dcketless travellers (sign ticketless travel is 

unhcensed hawkers. At mght and in the 
y mormng the station village is complete a commumty so 
preoccupied that the thousands of passengers arrivmg and 
eparting leave it undisturbed they detour around it. The ' 
way dwellers possess the station, but only the new arrival 
notices this He feels something is wrong because he has not 
earned the Indian habit of ignoring the obvious, making a 
ctour to preserve his calm. The newcomer cannot beheve he 
as een plunged mto such mtunacy so soon. In another 
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to a ^ would all be hidden from him, and not even a tnp 
would reveal with this clarity the pattern of life 
4athc India tells the visitor very httle except 

of jjj 'f ^uired to keep his distance and limit his expenence 
to tea or a meal m a stuffy parlour The life of the 
Bu^ r ^ demed to him. 

* ^ stanon village is all intenor, and the shock of this 

'^ch tw hurry away I didn’t feel I had any nght to 

toconim under a low faucet - naked among the 

eWfiov^ workers, men sleepmg late on their 

ainj turbans, women with nose rings 

°ver sir!' irr, y^nw feet cookmg stews of begged vegetables 
Pissin suckling infants, foldmg bedrolls, children 

^ oversized frocks falling 
^3ss toil fetching water m tm cans from the third- 

back li fi’ ^ newspaper vendor, a man lymg on his 

poor i° ^ baby up to admire and ticklmg it. Hard work, 
^ p casures, and the scrimmage of appetite This village 
sui*^*^ ^ distracted myself with the signs, gwalior 

Tings, rashmi superb coatings, and the film 
ster of plump faces that was never out of view, bobby (‘A 
ory of Modem Love’) I was movmg so qmckly I lost 
ormann. He had drugged himself for the arrival crowds 
him nervous He floated down the platform and then 
from view 

I wondered whether I would find any of this Indian candour 
familiar enough to ignore I was told that I should not draw 
toiy conclusions from Delhi Delhi wasn’t India - not the real 
India. Well, I said, lhad no mtenuon of staying m Delhi. I 
Wanted to go to Sunla, Nagpur, Ceylon - to wherever there 
Was a tram. 

IS no train to Ceylon.’ 

‘There’s one on the map ’ I imrolled my map and traced the 
black hne from Madras to Colombo 

'AcJtOy' said the man. He wore a colourful hand-loomed 
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shirt and he waggled his head from side to side, the Indian 
gesture - hke a man trying to shake water out of his ears - that 
means he is listening with approval. But the man, of course, 
was an American Amencans in India praaise these affecta- 
tions to endear themselves to Indians, who seem so embar- 
rassed by these easily parodied mannerisms that (at the Amen- 
can embassy at least) the haison men say ‘We’re locking you 
into that programme,’ while the Amencan looking on says 
*‘Acha' and giggles mirthlessly. 

I was being locked mto a programme lectures in Jaipur, 
Bombay, Calcutta, Colombo. Wherever, I said, there was a 
tram. 

‘TTiere is no train to Colombo.’ 

‘We’ll see,’ I said, and then listened to one of those strange 
conversauons I later found so common as to be the mainstay of 
Amencan small talk m India: The American on His Bowels. 
After the usual greetmgs and pauses these people would report 
on the vaganes of their digestive tracts. Their passion was 
graceless and they were as hard to silence as whoopee cushions. 

‘I had a bad night,’ one embassy man said ‘The German 
ambassador gave a party. Dehaous meal - it always is. All . 
kinds of wine, umpteen courses, the works. But, God, I was up 
at five this mormng, sick as a dog. Tummy upset.* 

‘It’s a funny thing,’ said another man. ‘You have a good 
meal at some dirty htde place and you know you’re gomg to 
pay for it. I just came back from Madras. I was fine — and I 
had some pretty nsky meals. Then I go to some diplomadc 
thing and I’m doubled up for days. So there’s no t ellin g where 
you’ll get It.’ 

‘Tell Paul about Harris.’ 

‘Hams! Listen,’ said the man, ‘there was a fella here. 
Hams. Press Section. Went to the doctor. Guess why? He was 
constipated. Consttpatedl In Indtal It got around the em- 
bassy People used to see him and laugh l^e hell ’ 

‘Fve been fine lately,’ said a junior officer, holdmg his end 
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^as It were ‘Knock on wood Fve had some severe — I 
IS ha ' tunes But I figured it out What I usually do 

ve yogurt I dnnk tons of the stuff I figure the bacteria m 
keeps down the baaena in lousy food Kind of an 

«iualmng t^ng « 

Tliere was another man He looked pale, but he said he was 
? Belh K Kind of a bowel thin g Up all mght Cramps 
snad Food goes right through you He said, ‘I had it m 
^ Bacillary Ever have bacillary? No? It knocked me 

fnrti, ^ couldn’t do a thing Rumung back and 

^ practically hvmg m the john.’ 

[j , subject came up, I wanted to take the speaker 

to m ^^'^^titned shirt, and, shakmg him, say, ‘Now listen 
0 There is absolutely nothmg wrong with your bowels 1’ 
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In spite of my dishevelled appearance, it was thought by some 
m Delhi to be beneath my digmty to stand m line for my ticket 
north to Simla, though perhaps this was a tactful way of sug- 
gestmg that if I did stand m hne I might be mistaken for an 
Untouchable and set ahght (these Hanjan combustions are 
reported daily in Indian newspapers) The American ofiBcial 
who claimed his stomach was collapsing with dysentery intro- 
duced me to Mr Nath, who said, ‘Don’t sweat We’ll t^e care 
of everythmg ’ I had heard that one before. Mr Nath rang his 
deputy, Mr Sheth, who told his secretary to ring a travel 
agent At four o’clock there was no sign of the ticket. I saw Mr 
Sheth. He offered me tea I refused his tea' and went to the 
travel agent. This was Mr Sud He had delegated the ticket- 
buying to one of his clerks. The clerk was summoned He 
didn’t have the ticket; he had sent a messenger, a low-caste 
Tamil whose role m life, it seemed, was to lengthen hues at 
ticket windows An Indian story and still no ticket Mr Nath 
and Mr Sud accompanied me to the ticket ofiBce, and there we 
stood (‘Are you sure you don’t want a mce cup of tea?’) watch- 
ing this damned messenger, ten feet from the window, holding 
my apphcation. Bustling Indians began cuttmg m front of 
him. 

‘Now you see,’ said Mr Nath, ‘with your own eyes why 
things are so backwards over here. But don’t worry. There are 
always seats for VIPs ’ He explained that compartments for 
VIPs and semor government officials were reserved on every 
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grinned without pleasure. That is the situation. But you ha^'c 
your ticket - that’s tiie important thing, isn’t it?’ 


♦ 


0 elderly Indian in the compartment was sitting cross 
figged on his berth reading a copy of Rilvifatc Seeing ^ 
finter, he took off his glasses, smiled, then returned to 
magazine. I went to a large wooden cupboard and smacke i 
^th my hand, trying to open it. I wanted to hang 
jacket. I got my fingers into the louvred front and tuggori The 
dian took off his glasses again, and this time he closed c 

magazine. 

Please,' he said, *you will break the air conditioner ’ 

This IS an air conditioner?’ It was a tall box the height o 
the room, four feet wide, varnished, silent, and warm 
He nodded. ‘It has been modernized. This carriage is fiBy 
years old.’ 

‘Nmeteen twenty?’ 

About that,’ he said ‘The coolmg system was very interest 
ing then. Every compartment had its own umt. That is a unit 
It worked very well.’ 

*1 didn’t realize there were air conditioners in the twentJfi^j 
I said. 


‘They used ice,’ he said He explained that blocks of ice 
were shpped mto lockers under the floor - it was done from 
the outside so that the passengers’ sleep would not be dis- 
turbed Fans in the cupboard I had tried to open blew air over 
the ice and into the compartment Every three hours or so the 
ice was renewed (I imagined an Englishman snormg in his 
berth while at the platform of some outlymg station Indians 
With bnght eyes pushed cakes of ice mto the lockers ) But the 
system had been converted* a refngeratmg device had been 
installed under the blowers Just as he finished speaking there 
was a whirr from behmd the louvres and a loud and prolonged 
whoosh 1 
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‘When did they stop using ice?’ 

‘About four years ago,’ he said He yawned “You will 
excuse me if I go to bed?’ 

The tram started up, and the wood panelhng of this old 
sleepmg car groaned and creaked, the floor shuddered, the 
me^ marauder-proof wmdows clattered m their frames, and 
j-the whooshing from the tall cupboard went on all night The 
Kalka Mail was full of Bengalis, on ±eir way to Sunla for a 
festival, the Kah puja. Bengalis, whose complexion resembles 
that of the black goddess of destruction they worship, and who 
have the same sharp hook to their noses, have the misfortune 
to hve at the opposite end of the country from ±e most 
favoured Kah temple. Kah is usually depicted wearing a neck- 
lace of human skulls, sticking her maroon tongue out, and 
trampling a human corpse But the Bengalis were smihng 
swcedy all along the tram, with their baskets of food and 
neatly woven garlands of flowers 

I was asleep when the tram reached Kalka at dawn, but the 
Idcrly Indian obhgmgly woke me up He was dressed and 
eated at the drop-leaf table, havmg a cup of tea and reachng 
he Chandigarh Tribune He poured his tea mto the cup, blew 
in It, poured half a cup into the saucer, blew on it, and then, 
naking a pedestal of his fingers, drank the tea from the saucer, 
lappmg It like a cat 

‘You will want to read this,’ he said ‘Your vice president 
has resigned ’ 

He showed me the paper, and ±erc was the glad news, 
shanng the front page with an item about a Mr Dikshit It 
seemed a happy combination, Dikshit and Agnew, though I 
am sure Mr Dikshit’s pohncal hfe had been blameless As for 
Agnew’s, the Indian laughed derisively when I translated the 
amount he had extorted mto rupees Even the black-market 
rate turned him mto a cut-pnee punk. The Indian was m 
stitches 

In Kalka two landscapes meet There is nothmg gradual m 
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the change from plains to mountains ; the Himalayas stand at 
the upper edge of the Indo-Gangetic plam; the rise is sudden 
and dramatic. The trains must conform to the seventy of the 
change; two are required - one large roomy one for the ride to 
Kalka, and a small tough beast for the ascent to Simla. Kalka 
itself is a well-organized station at the end of the broad-gauge 
line. Between the Himalayas and Kalka is the cool hill station, 
of Simla on a bright balding ridge. I had my choice of trains 
for the sixty-mile journey on the narrow gauge, the toy tram or 
the rail car. The blue wooden carriages of the tram were 
already packed with pilgrims - the Bengalis, nimble at board- 
ing trains, had performed the Calcutta tnck of diving headfirst 
through the train wmdows and had got the best seats. It was an 
urban skill, this somersault - a fire drill in reverse - and it left 
the more patient hill people a bit glassy-eyed. I decided to 
take the rail car. This was a white squarish machine, with the 
face of a Model-T Ford and the body of an old bus. It was 
mounted low on the narrow-gauge tracks and had the look of a 
battered limousine. But considering that it was bmlt m 1925 
(so the dnver assiued me), it was in wonderful shape. 

I found the conductor. He wore a stained white unif orm and 
a brown peaked cap that did not fit him. He was sorry to hear 
I wanted to take the rail car. He ran his thumb down his 
chpboard to mystify me and said, *1 am expecting another 
party.’ 

There were only three people in the rail car. I felt he was 

anghng for baksheesh. I said, TIow many people can you fit 
in?’ 

‘Twelve,’ he said. 

‘How many seats have been booked?’ 

He hid his chpboard and turned away. He said, T am very 
sorry.’ 

‘You are very helpful.’ 

I am expecting another party.’ 
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‘If they show up, you let me know,’ I said Tn the mean- 
time, Fm puttmg my bag inside ’ 

“It might get stolen,’ he said bnghtly 
‘Nothing could please me more ’ 

‘Wantmg breakfast, sahib?’ said a htde man with a push- 
broom. 

I said yes, and withm five mmutes my breakfast was laid 
out on an unused ticket counter m the middle of the platform 
tea, toast, jam, a cube of butter, and an omelette. The mormng 
sunhght struck through the platform, warmmg me as I stood 
eating my breakfast. It was an unusual stauon for India it was 
not crowded, there were no sleepers, no encampment of naked 
squatters, no cows It was filled that early hour with the smell 
of damp grass and wildflowers I buttered a thick shce of toast 
and ale it, but I couldn’t finish all the breakfast I left two shoes 
of toast, the jam, and half the omelette uneaten, and I walked 
over to the rail car When I looked back, I saw two ragged 
children reachmg up to the counter and stuffing the remamder 
of my breakfast mto their mouths 
At seven-fifteen, the dnver of the rail car inserted a long- 
handled crank mto the engme and gave it a jerk. The engme 
shook and coughed and, still juddermg and smoking, began to 
whine Witiun mmutes we were on the slope, lookmg down 
at the top of Kalka Station, where m the tram yard two men 
were wmchmg a huge steam locomotive around m a circle 
The rail car’s speed was a steady ten miles an hour, zigzaggmg 
in and out of the steeply pitched hill, reversmg on switchbacks 
through the terraced gardens and the white flocks of butter- 
flies We passed through several tunnels before I noticed they 
were numbered, a large number 4 was pamted over the 
entrance of the next one The man seated beside me, who had 
told me he was a avil servant m Simla, said there were 103 
tunnels altogether I tned not to nonce the numbers after that 
Outside the car, there was a sheer drop, hundreds of feet 
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down, for the railway, which was opened in 1904, is cut 
direcdy into the hillside, and the hne above is notched like the 
shdway on a toboggan run, circhng the hills. 

After thirty minutes everyone m the rail car was asleep 
except the civil servant and me At the httle stations along the 
way, the postman m the rear seat awoke from his doze to 
throw a mailbag out the window to a waiung porter on the 
platform I tried to take pictures, but the landscape eluded 
me one vista shifted mto another, lasting only seconds, a 
dizzying displacement of hill and air, of haze and all the 
mommg shades of green. The meat-gnnder cogs working 
against the rack under the rail car ticked like an agemg clock 
and made me drowsy I took out my inflatable pillow, blew it 
up, put It under my head, and slept peacefully m the sunshme 
until I was awakened by the thud of the rail car’s brakes and 
the bangmg of doors. 

‘Ten mmutes,’ said the driver. 

We were just below a wooden structure, a doll’s house, its 
wmdow boxes overflowmg with red blossoms, and moss trim- 
ming its wide eaves This was Bangu Station. It had a wide 
comphcated verandah on which a waiter stood with a menu 
under his arm The rail-car passengers scrambled up the stairs. 
My Kalka breakfast had been premature; I smelled eggs and 
coSee and heard the Bengalis quarrelhng with the waiters in 
Engbsh 

I walked down the gravel paths to admire the well-tended 
flower beds and the carefully mown lengths of turf beside the 
track, below the station a rushmg stream gurgled, and signs 
there, and near the flower beds, read no plucking A waiter 
chased me down to the stream and called out, ‘We have 

juices I You like fresh mango jmce? A little porridge? Coffee- 
tea?’ 

We resumed the nde, and the time passed quickly as I 

ozed again and woke to higher mountains, with fewer trees, 
stomer slopes, and huts perched more precariously. The haze 
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ad disappeared and the hillsides were bnght, but the air was 
Dol and a fresh breeze blew through the open windows of the 
ail car In every tunnel the driver switched on orange lamps, 
nd the racket of the clattering wheels increased and echoed 
dter Solon the only people in the rail car were a family of 
Jcngah pilgrims (all of them sound asleep, snoring, their faces 
umed up), the civil servant, the postman, and me The next 
top was Solon Brewery, where the air was pungent with yeast 
ind hops, and after that we passed through pme forests and 
^ar groves On one stretch a baboon the size of a six-year- 
old crept o2 the tracks to let us go by I remarked on the 
largeness of the creature 

The avfl servant said, ‘There was once a saddhu - a holy 
man - who hved near Simla. He could speak to monkeys A- 
certam Englishman had a garden, and all the time the monkeys 
were causmg him trouble. Monkeys can be very destructive 
The Englishman told this saddhu his problem The saddhu 
said, “I will see what I can do ” Then the saddhu went mto 
the forest and assembled all the monkeys He said, “I hear you 
are troubhng the Englishman. That is bad. You must stop, 

‘ leave his garden alone If I hear that you are causmg damage I 
will treat you very harshly ” And from that ume onwards the 
monkeys never went mto the Eng lishman ’s garden. 

‘Do you beheve that story?’ 

‘Oh, yes. But the man is now dead - the saddhu I don’t 
know what happened to the Eng li s hm a n . Perhaps he went 
away, Ukc the rest of them.’ 

A htde farther on, he said, ‘What do you think of India?’ 

‘It’s a hard quesnon,’ I said I wanted to tell him about the 
,y^dren I had seen that morning pathetically raidmg the left- 
overs of my breakfast, and ask him if he thought there was any 
truth m Mark Twam s comment on Indians ‘It is a cunous 
people With them, all life seems to be sacred except human 
I life ’ But I added mstead, ‘I haven’t been here very long ’ 

*1 will tell you what I think,’ he said ‘If all the people who 
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are talking about honesty, fair play, socialism, and so forth - if 
they began to practise it themselves, India will do well. 
Otherwise there will be a revolution ’ 

He was an unsmihng man m his early fifties and had the 
stem features of a Brahmm He neither drank nor smoked, and 
before he joined the avil service he had been a Sansknt 
scholar m an Indian umversity. He got up at five every mom- 
mg, had an apple, a glass of milk, and some almonds, he 
washed and said his prayers and after that took a long walk 
Then he went to his office To set an example for his jumor 
officers he always walked to work, he furnished his office 
sparsely, and he did not require his bearer to wear a khaki 
uniform He admitted that his example was unpersuasive. His 
jumor officers had parkmg permits, sumptuous fumishmgs, 
and uniformed bearers 

1 ask them why all this money is spent for nothmg They 
tell me to make a good first impression is very important I say 
to the bhghters, “What about second impression?” * 

‘Bhghters’ was a word that occurred often m his speech. 
Lord Chve was a bhghter and so were most of the other vice- 
roys. Bhghters ask for bribes, bhghters try to cheat the Ac-"^ 
counts Department, bhghters are hvmg m luxury and talking 
about sociahsm It was a pomt of honour with this avil servant 
that he had never in his life given or received baksheesh ‘Not 
even a smgle paisa.’ Some of his clerks had, and m eighteen 
years m the civil service he had personally fired thirty-two 
people He thought it might be a record. I asked him what 
they had done wrong 

‘Gross mcompetence,’ he said, ‘pmchmg money, hanky- 
panky But I never fixe anyone without first havmg a good talk 
with his parents There was a bhghter m the Audit Depart-^ 
ment, always pmchmg girls’ bottoms. Indian girls from good 
fa m i h es I I warned him about this, but he couldn’t stop So I 
told him I wanted to see his parents The bhghter said his 
parents hved fifty miles away, I gave him money for their bus 
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poor, and they were quite womcd about the 
Shter I said to them, “Now I want you to imderstand that 
deep trouble He is causing annoyance to the 
of this department. Please talk to him and make 
tltat if tLs contmues I will have no choice but 
0 sa him. ’ Parents go away, bhghter goes back to work, and 

^ agam I suspended him on the spot, 
wen I chargc-sheaed him.’ 

1 wondered whether any of these people had tned to take 
on him. 

there was one. He got himself drunk one mght and 

to my house with a knife “Come outside and I will kill 
Vou I ** 

i. nat sort of thing My wife was upset But I was angry 
bb * control m 5 rself I dashed outside and fetched the 
® bloommg luck. He dropped his knife and began to 
^ pohce,” he said “I have a wife and 

dren.” He was a complete coward, you see I let him go 
everyone criticized me — they said I should have brought 
^C3 But I told them he’ll never bother anyone agam 
And there was another time I was workmg for Heavy 
^ctncals, domg an audit for some cheaters m BengaL Faulty 
'Wnstrucdon, double entnes, and estimates that were five times 
what they should have been There was also immorality One 
Woke - son of the contractor, very wealthy - kept four harlots. 
"C gave them whisky and made them take their clothes off and 
■Wn naked mto a group of women and children domg puja. 
disgraceful 1 Well, they didn’t like me at all and the day I left 
there were four dacoUs with knives waitmg for me on the 
stauon road But I expected that, so I took a different road, 
>tod the bhghters never caught me A month later two auditors 
Were murdered by dacoits ’ 

The rad car tottered around a cliffside, and on the opposite 
slope, across a deep valley, was Simla Most of the town fits 
the ndge like a saddle made enurely of fiisty roofs, but as we 
drew closer the frmgcs seemed to be shdmg mto the valley 


;uuj, son IS m 

Isdy members 
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for as Murray^s Handbook indicates, 
Its skyline is incongruously dominated by a Gothic Church, a 
baronial castle and a Victorian countiy mansion*. Above these 


. ouu a vicconan countiy mansion . ADove 

nc piles is the sharply pointed peak of Jakhu (8000 feet) 
below : t_ _ /. . . 


below are the clinging house fronts. The southerly aspect 
a is so steep that flights of cement stairs take the place of 
roa s. From the rail car it looked an attractive place, a town 
luting splendour with snowy mountains in the bacl^ound. 
My office is in that castle,’ said the civil servant. 

^ referring to my handbook. ‘Do you 
K tor ffie Accountant General of the Punjab?* 

tinn ^ A.G.,’ he said. But he was giving infonna- 

o^tmg. At Simla Station the porter strapped my 
^us a Kashmiri, up for the season). 
invit^^H introduced himself as Vishnu Bhardwaj and 

“a that afternoon. 

mortun? 11 ^^ fiH^d with Indian vacationers taking then: 
gans over th * dressed children, women with cardi- 

green Simla mlirf clasping the 
promenS and a cane in the other._^ 
Ing and four to ei h ' hours, nine to twelve in the mom- - 
and shop openini ®’'^®ning, determined by mealtimes 

3go, when Simla t-ti ^ ^°nrs were fixed a hundred years 
they have not v • <^Pi^ of the Indian empire, 

changed - it is all hi architecture is similarly un- 

touches colonial labou with the vulgarly grandiose 

^es, buttressed bv nilTo extravagant gutters and porti- 

_own the hill ^ steelwork to prevent its shppmg 


the M to „ 

Theatre (though whenT'^' (1«S7) is stiU the Gaiety 

^al Exhibition’ 1 was nor^*,"° “ “ ‘SP“tt 

noc^ ^ Gonon Castle. to see); pettifogging con- 

«857). Uie AnghctS^S J rT“®- “ Chr4 Oturch 

a baiomal ’«*g= (Rastrapati 

^^anced Studies losntute of 

otes. but the vtstttng scholars creep abouT^* 
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caretakers maintaining the sepulchral state- 
ijj ° place Scattered among these large Simla build- 
Bncl^T^^ bungalows - Holly Lodge, Romney Castle, The 
orest View, Sevenoaks, Fernside - but the inhabi- 
tjjgj ^ Indians, or rather that inhented breed of Indian 
insists on the gmdebook, the walkmg stick, the cravat^ tea 
3n evemng stroll to Scandal Pomt. It is the 
niuni Ir ^ complexion, an impcnal outpost that the 
not th^ '''ncationers have preserved from change, though 
^ c place of highly coloured mtngues descnbed m Kim, 

^ century ago After all, Lola 
and°^ the grande honzontale, began her whormg m Simla, 
Tibe smgle women I saw were short red-cheeked 

labourers m quilted coats, who walked along the Mall 
I h ^cnes m shngs on their backs 
nieal 1 1 , Bhardwaj famfly It was not the simple 

ve expected There were eight or nme dishes pakora, 

getables fned m batter, poha, a ncc mixture with peas, 
nnd turmenc, khira, a creamy pudding of nee, 
**niijc, and sugar, a land of font salad, with cucumber and 
nion added to it, called chaat, murak, a Tamil savoury, like 
^e nutty pretzels, likktya, potato cakes, malai chops, sweet 
sugary balls topped with cream, and almond-scented pmms I 
ate what I could, and the next day I saw Mr Bhardwaj’s office 
tn Gorton Castle It was as sparely furnished as he had said on 
the rail car, and over fais desk was this sign 

I am not interested m excuses for delay, 

I am mterested only m a thmg done. 

^ — Jawnhnrlal Nehru 

The day 1 left I found an ashram on one of Simla’s slopes I 
had been mterested m visiting an ashram ever smcc the hippies 
on the Teheran Express had told me what martcUous places 
they were But I was disappomted The n<;hrrim ^ ram- 


^ ashram, though ^ ^ ^3id drat if I ^ *at 

-^^^^.rrwor^tutcatchiUgtr^^ 

riuota said, i oaid he vvantea i >^ansai^ 

2 ^ Lyupi-" ^,,rom man who saiu ^ j he 

^oXi was brougb^ 

---r- 

,„dy to be my 

gieat -r ’ tr> life?’ I asked- 

^ame brought anyone to hfe? 

‘Have you Gupta- Yogananda, whose 

Net es yet ^ displayed ^ *as his vision- a 

T'l^trc^ who needed his “dvice He 
Ranohit ^^Uions o£ Am j y as ‘a vast multitude, 

gatb«^lSr.n actoVe across die stage of 

me intendy’ that a«^ . . . Yes! I 

ga3uoS'‘^^...tbeLordxsca^5u Columbus. He 

^r-iQSCiousness •' discover America, Uke tmiumoua. 

rd f r 

^ Uivf He 'diaycd m l-os Ang fulfilled. Mr Oupia 

vi Cowmbus. d.cd riUi. happy and fulhheU 
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tc took mcTnTtou°r'If‘L\*°"' f reverence, and 
V ton to the many portraits of r« “"Salow, drawing my atien- 
had tacked to the walls ^ ^ (P^nted to look like a yogi) 

who 

"trede agreement thl^hol 

‘South lindT" "°P Boes to Poland ) 

‘Bi.r to the moment,’ ' 

If dicre 1 ’ 

^ was Ingh'" bm Gardens,’ he said ‘The 

tonbassador^t the time ^ was the Nepalese 

‘Did you ever meet the queen?’ 

were on m Londl^^'shrSkS^tboutlhe^^a^^ 

- and so on She would say, “Did you htp P^°*^ 

or that one?” If you hacta’t secn^e J P% 

. ^ reply But usually she talked about 
say I have no mtercst at all m horses ’ ^ 

I left ±e ashram and paid a last visit to Mr BharH,» « 
gave me vanous practical warmngs about travellm 
wsed ^ to visit Madras, where I Siuld t 

was off to have the carburettor in his car checked and to fi 
up some accounts at his office. He hoped I had enjoyed 
and said it was a shame I hadn’t seen any snow He^^ 

C^R ^ down to 

Ca^ad, he smd, ‘I will see you in England or Amfnca.’ 

^ inat would be mce I hope we do meet again.’ 

“We wm,’ he said, with such certamty I challenged it. 

‘How do you know?’ 

•I am about to be transferred from Simla. Mavbe , 

„ u. S«=, ^ „ „h “ 


10 


The Rajdboni (^CapitaP) Express to 
Bombay 


V 


Mr Rad I a (his name was on a label beside the door, with 
mine) was sittmg on his berth, intomng a Hindi song through 
his nose. He saw me and sang louder. I took out my electric 
shaver and began to run it over my face; he drowned the whine 
of the motor with his lugubrious song When he sang his ex- 
pression was rapturous, in repose his face was sour He looked 
at my gm bottle jvith distaste and told me that spints were 
not ^owed on Indian Railways, and to my owlish reply (‘But 
I thought Indians beheved m spirits’) he only grunted Mo- 
ments later he pleaded with me to put my pipe out He said he 
had once vomited m a compartment where an Enghshman was 
smokmg ^ 

Tm not English,’ I said 

He grunted I saw he was trying to read the cover of the 
book I had opened. It was The Autobiography of a Yogi, by 
Paramahansa Yogananda, a partmg gift from Mr Gupta of the 
Simla ashram. 

‘Are you mterested m yoga?’ asked Mr Radia. 

‘No,’ I said, studymg the book closely I wet my finger and 
turned a page 

T am,’ said Mr Radia ‘Not the physical side, but the ^ 
mental side The benefit is there ’ 

‘The physical side is the best part ’ 

‘Not for me. For me it is all mental I like to exercise my 
mind with debates'and discussions of all kmds.’ 

I snapped the book shut and left the compartment. 
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®'^ed m the du^hS m orange sun was sub- 

Delhi IS a aty u ^ ^ l^nd- 

^ ^on and y^are^ but a half an hour out of 

^ plain as flL ^ m a countryside devoid of peonlc. n 

the bnght overhead the^ oonditioiSg 

^ooden second-class comfaSnt? ^ >0 th! 

the bookshelf berth? were *ird^ 

Aose 0, trams in old It ^ 

bo^ch with their bony knees suckmE out ^ °o die 

puddles at the toflet doors ® ^ ^ °diers queued m 

■ne dinmg car, at the bottom rune of th t 
adder, was a narrow room of broken ch^^^ «aa] 
Meal coupons were bemg sold mXT "^°PP^-^vei 
had turned vegetarian The meat I saw m T top 

fny case, so I never had the cravmgs some^ m 

WS„' And u.o„sh I b,d 

^wality, gas) I sometimes had second thouehr J‘“P°t«ncc, 

I did that evuimg, a fat sweaung I =aw. 2 

pyjamas preparmg vegetables for the nor K “ filthy 

^ to* his forearms and then slapp.ng andluli'^'^l^e them 
pulpous mass ^ucezmg th^jj, ^ 

After dark v.e made a stop at Mjthi.m t 
Md m the gl^ of the stauon plaifo™^“"^°"- ^ got out, 
(but no less horr.fymg) sight of the ra.T^ ^ P^ttnih^ 
loc* 

silaxp 
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teeth and narrow noses and thick glossy hair; they wore 
sarongs and camped on the platform with that air of pro- 
prietary completeness that suggested permanence There were 
rows of charpoyst and at the unsheltered end of the platform 
greasy tarpauhns had been pitched hke tents They were spit- 
tmg, eating, pissing, and strolhng with such self-possession 
that they ought have been m a remote village in the deepest 


r j > 

Madrasi jungle (I took them to be Tamils) instead of under 




the gaze of the travellers on the Bombay express One woman 
snatched up a child and helped him comb fc»r lice in her scalp, 
and another woman, who I thought was crouching m despair, I 
saw after a moment to be playmg peekaboo with an infant half- 
hidden m an orange crate. 

I had passed these encampments too many times without 
lookmg closely at them. I found a man on the train and asked 
him if he would translate my questions He agreed, and we 
found a wilhng mterviewee. This was a fox-faced man vtath 
ghttenng white eyes and buck teeth, weanng a white sarong,. 
He stood with his arms folded and stroked his biceps with 
slender fingers. 

‘He says they come from Kerala.’ 

‘But why have they come so far? Are they looking for 
work?’ 

‘Not lookmgior work This is a yatra? 

So it was another pilgnmage. 

‘Where are they headed?’ 

‘Here, Mathura,’ the translator said, pronouncing it Muttra. 
The fox-faced man spoke agam The translator contmued, ‘He 
is asking that do you know this is a holy place?’ 

‘The railway station?’ 

‘The town Lord Knshna was bom here ’ 

And not only that, I read later It was in Mathura that the 
Divine Cowherd was exchanged with the infant daughter of 
Jasoda m order to save him from bemg murdered by the giant , 
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Kans, a parallel of the Herod story The town is also the scene 
of Krishna’s youth, where he sported with the milkmaids and 
played his flute The legends were pretty, the place itself 
seemed a grim contradicuon 

‘How long will the yatns stay?' 

•For some days ’ 

‘Why are they at the station instead of m town?’ 

’ ‘There is water and hght here, and it is safe. There are 
robbers m town and some people get chased by rogues.’ 

‘What do they do for fo^?’ 

‘He says they have brought some, and some they get m 
town. The people on the tram also give some,’ The translator 
added, ‘He is askmg where are you from?’ 

I told him. In a comer of the platform, I saw the silhouette 
of a pot-belhed child with spmdly legs, naked and chngmg to 
a waterspout It was alone, holdmg on, waitmg for nothmg, the 
sight of this futile patience cracked my heart. 

“He IS askmg for money ’ 

‘I will give him one rupee if he says a prayer tor me at the 
Mathura temple ’ 

This was translated The man from Kerala laughed and said 
somethmg 

‘He would have said a prayer for you even if you had given 
him nothmg ’ 

The whistle blew and I boarded Mr Radia had stopped 
smgmg He was sittmg m the compartment readmg Blitz 
Blitz IS a noisy, irresponsible weekly paper m English that 
retails scandals m a semfliterate but bouncy style of which the 
foUowmg, from the film page. Is a fair example 

,v>- Star-produccr-director of JUHU, one of four bhais, hotted 
up his birthday hkc nobody’s business 

The guest control order was out of bounds there 1 There were 
booze and broads and brawls by the host himself 1 He was high 
and headstrong, lording it over alL Hurled abuse at some and 
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then fisted a guest That’s the time few walked out Some hospi- 
tahty that' What does he thmk himself to be? GOD- 
FATHER?. 

Mr Radia continued to read, scowhng with appreciation. 
Then our dinner trays were brought, and I noticed his was 
non-vegetarian His hamburger came apart under his knife and 
he poked at it disgustedly But he ate it. ‘The first time I took 
meat I was violently sick,’ he said. ‘But that happens when you 
do anythmg for the first time, isn’t it?’ 

With this bewildering epigraph he told me about his work. 
He had worked for Shell for twenty years, but discovered he 
loathed the Enghsh so much that he finally qmt. His sense of 
grievance was strong and his memory for the humiliations he 
had been subjected to amounted to total recall The English 
were dommeenng and exclusive, he said, but he was quick to 
add, ‘Mmd you, we Indians can be the same. But the Enghsh 
had their chance. If only,’ he said, and prodded his hamburger, 

‘if only file Enghsh had become Indians ’ 

‘Was that ever on the cards?’ 

‘Yes, they could have done it No trouble at all. I went to ^ 
T-group session in Darjeehng Debates and discussions. Very 
interesting. The wife of the director had j'ust arrived from the 
States, and the second day she was there that lady was wearing 
a sanJ* 

I was sceptical about this proving anything and asked him 
how long the lady would stay in her san. 

‘That’s a pomt,’ said Mr Radia 

Now he was the Deputy General Manager for a joint 
Japanese-Indian effort, makmg dry-cell batteries m Gujarat. 
He had had several run-ins with the Japanese - ‘Head-on col^i^^ 
hsions - I had no choice!’ I asked him how he found the 
Japanese. He said, ‘Loyal, yes! Clean and hard-working, yes! 
But mtelhgent, not at dll V It turned out that they were getting 
under his skm, though he preferred them to the Enghsh. The 
company was nm on Japanese lines _ uniforms, no sweepers or 
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searers, mommg assembly, a jomt stafE-worker canteen, and 
»mmon toilets (‘That was a shock*) What nettled Mr Radia 
was that the Japanese msistcd on dating the factory gids 
‘That’s the best way I know to demoralize the others,’ he 
said, ‘but when I asked them about it they said it would make 
the workers fn^ndlier if the bosses took the girls out on dates 
And they smiled at me Have you ever seen a Japanese smite? 
I wasn’t gomg to have it. “Nothmg domgj" I said “You want 
to argue? Okay, vre’ll argue. Let’s take it to the manager 1” 
Now I will be qmte frank with you. I think these Japanese 
were gomg m twos and threes and havmg group sex ’ 

‘Especially m twos,’ I said. But Mr Radia was too worked 
up to hear me. 

‘I told them it was just rtot on\ Prostitutes - okay, it hap- 
pens all over the world! Girls from town - all nghti Oean, 
healthy fun - fine I Picnics - count me m 1 FU brmg my wife, 
FU bring my children, we’ll all have a good tune. But 
workers? Never!' 

Mr Radia grew mcreasmgly peevish about the Japanese. I 
complained of a headache and went to bed. 

* 

The conductor brought tea at half-past six and said we were m 
Gujarat. Bullocks and cows cropped grass at the edge of the 
hne, and at one station a goat skittered on the platform. 
Gujarat, Gandhi’s birthplace, is a ho^ flat, but apparently 
very fertile state. There were guava orchards and fields of 
lentils, cotton, papaya, and tobacco stretching to the tilted 
palm trees at the honzon, and the irngation ditches were cut 
JtJike chevrons m these sleeves of landscape. Occasionally, a 
marquee of trees identified a village and dusty people could be 
seen washmg m brown streams where the mud banks were 
covered with footprmts like the tracks of stray birds 
* ‘And here we are at Baroda,’ said Mr Radia, tummg to the 
window 
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In the foreground a migration of ragged people carried 
bundles on their heads, following a bullock cart mounded with 
brmsed furniture. The white hairless patches on the chil- 
dren’s heads spoke of overcrowding, malnutntion, and disease, 
and they were all grinnmg m the glare of the sun. 

‘That, I beheve, is the new petrochemical plant. It’s already 
in operation,’ said Mr Radia. "’3 

We were passmg a shant 3 rtown made entirely of flattened 
cardboard boxes and bits of hammered tin. Women squatted, 
slappmg cow turds mto pies, and mside the terrifymg huts I 
could see people lymg with their arms crossed over their faces. 
A man screamed at a running child, another howled at the 
tram. 

‘Everythmg’s coming up Patel’s factory It’s completely 
mdustnal here. Jyoti Industnes. Worth crores, I tell you. 
Crores 

Air Radia was lookmg past the muddy ditch, over the heads 
of the skinny cows, the children with streaming noses, the 
crones m tattered headdresses, the many squatters who were 
making puzzled faces and shittmg, the leathery old men lean-^ 
mg on broken umbrellas 

‘Another new factory, aheady famous — Baroda furniture. I 
know the director. We’ve had bin around for drinks ’ 

Then heartily, Mr Radia the Anglophobe said, ‘WeU, 

cheerio!’ 

At Broach, fifty miles south of Baroda, we crossed the wide 
Narmada River I was standmg by the door A man tapped me 
on the shoulder 

‘Excuse me.’ He was a dark bespectacled Indian in a 
flowered shirt, holdmg two coconuts and a garland of flowers 
He moved to the door and, bracmg himself on the handrail, 
pitched the garland, then the coconuts, mto the nver. 

‘Offermgs,’ he explamed.' ‘I hve m Smgapore I am so 
happy to be home ’ 

Late m the afternoon we were m the lowland of Mahar- 
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jshtra, gleaming swamps, the green inlets of the Gulf of Cam- 
bray, and )ust at the horizon the Arabian Sea It had been cool 
in the morning, and pleasant at Baroda, but the afternoon nde 
to Bombay from Broach was stifling the air was dense with 
humidity, and the feathery fronds on the tall palms drooped m 
the heat At every siding I saw the feet of nappmg Indians 
sucking out from under packing cases and makeshift shelters 
And then Bombay began. We were still quite far from the aty 
centre - twenty miles or more - but the sight of a smglc sway- 
backed hut swelled to a hamlet of shacks, and then to an im- 
broken parade of low dwellings, their roofs httered with 
plasuc sheets, bits of vrood and paper, a rubber lyre, shmgles 
held down with stones, and thatch ucd tvith vines, as if this 
accumulated cubbish would keep the shacks from blowing 
away The hovels became bungalows the colour of rotten 
cheese, then three-storey houses bandaged with laundry, and 
eight-storey apartment blocks with rusty fire escapes, getung 
larger and larger as we neared Bombay 

On the outskirts of the aty the Rajdhani Express came to 
several alarming stops - so sudden, one of them toppled my 
-- water pitcher on to the floor and the next smashed a ^ass We 
did not appear to be at stauons for these stops, although there 
were people leaving the tram. I saw them throwmg their suit- 
cases on to the tracks and leapmg out themselves with the 
speed of deserters, pidong up their baggage and raong across 
the hne. I discovered they had pulled the emergency alarm 
cord (PENALTY FOR IMPROPER USB RUPEES 250) because 
they were passmg their houses This was an express train, but 
by pulling the alarm the Indian could turn it into a locaL 
There was a fat boy, a recent graduate from the Dehra Dun 
School of Engineering He was on his way to Poona for a job 
interview He told me why the tram was stopping with such 
force, and he desenbed how the alarm worked 
^ He said, Terson who wishes to leave tram pulls cord and 
dewice inside releases wacuum causing brakes to seize in that 
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particular bogie. Conductor is sure which bogie alarm Is 
pulled, but there are so many people he docs nut know who has 
pulled chain Conductor must reconnect dewice and create 
wacuura in order for train to move.’ 

He spoke so slowly and methodically that by the time he 
finished this explanation we were m Bombay. 

♦ 

It was at a railway station in Bombay that V S Naipaul 
panicked and fled, fearing that he ‘might sink without a trace 
into that Indian crowd ’ The story is told in An Area of 
Darkness. But I did not find Bombay Central especially scari- 
fying; a closer acquaintance with it made me think of it as a 
place of refugees and fortune hunters, smelling of dirt and 
money, in a neighbourhood that had the look of the neglected 
half of Chicago. The hurrying daytime crowds might have 
frightened me more if they had been idly prowling, but in 
their mass there was no sense of aimlessness The direction of 
those speedmg white shirts gave to these thousands of 
marchers the aspect of a dignified parade of clerks and their 
wives and cattle, preparing to riot according to some long-held 
custom, among the most distinguished architecture the British 
Empire produced (cover your good eye, squint at Victoria 
Station in Bombay, and you see the grey majesty of St Paul’s 
Cathedral). Bombay fulfills the big-city requirements of age, 
depth, and frenzy, inspirmg a chauvinism m its inhabitants, a 
threadbare metropobtan hauteur nvalled only by Calcutta. My 
one disappointment came at the Towers of Silence, where the 
Parsis place their dead to be eaten by vultures This may strike 
a casual visitor as solemn barbarity, but it is based on an ^ 
ecologically sound proposiuon. The Zoroastnan at the gate 
would not let me m to verify it. I had been brought there by 
Mushtaq, my dnver, and, leavmg, I said perhaps the stones 
were not true -• I couldn’t see any vultures- Mushtaq said they ' ^ 
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were all down at the towers feeding on a corpse He looked at 
hjs watch ‘JLunchtunu* But he meant mine 
After my lecture that evening 1 met several wmters One 
was Mr V G Deshmukh, a joUy novelist who said that he 
could not make a hving by his pen He had written thirty 
luivels Wnting is the single activity m India that doesn’t pay, 
,tnd anyway this man ivrote about the poor no one was mter- 
ested m reading about poor people. He knew, because the poor 
were his business 

‘Famine rehef, resetdement, drought prevenuon, under- 
privileged, anything you can name It is a headache some- 
Pmes, But my books don’t sell, so I have no choice You could 
call me an organizer ’ 

“How do you prevent droughts?' 

“We have programmes ’ 

1 saw comrmttces, position papers, conferences - and dusty 
fields 

‘Have you prevented any lately?’ 

‘We are making steady progress,* be said ‘But I would 
rather wnte novels ’ 

‘If you’ve written thirty, surely it’s time to stop ’ 

‘No, no J I must wnte one hundred and eight I’ 

‘How did you arrive at that figure?’ 

‘It IS a magic number m Hindu philosophy Vishnu has one 
himdred and eight names I must wnte one hundred and eight 
novels! It is not easy - especially now, with this damned 
paper shortage,’ 

The paper shortage was also affecting Kushwant Smgh’s 
Illustrated Weekly of India, His circulation was 300,000 but 
- ^ he was about to cut it down to save paper It was an Indian 
story Indian enterprises seemed to work so well they pro- 
duced disasters, success made them burst at the seams and the 
disruption of unprecedented orders led to shortages and finally 
failure, India, the largest ncc-grower in the world, imports 
nee ‘Hunger is the handmaid of gemus,’ says the Pudd’nhead 
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Wilson epigraph above one of the Bombay chapter in Mark 
Twain's Following the Fquaior^ and truly India s hunger 
inspired genius threatens to smk her Every success I hwr o 
convmccd me that India, swamped by invention, was hop ^ 
and must fail unless what I saw later that night ceases to e’os^- 
It IS the simplest fact of Indian hfe, there arc too 
Indians 

Unable to sleep, I went for a walk. I turned left out of 
hotel and walked a hundred yards past the brothels to the sea 
wall, counting the sleeping figures as 1 went along. They 
stretched out on the sidewalk, lymg side by side; some were on 
pieces of cardboard but most slept flat on the cement, with no 
bedding and few clothes, their arms crooked under their heads. 
The children slept on their sides, the others on their backs. 
There was no sign anywhere of their possessions I reached 
seventy-three and turned the comer, where down the road that 
ran next to the sea wall there were hundreds more — jnst 
bodies, no bundles or carts, nothing to distinguish one from 
another, no evidence of hfe. It is sometimes thought that these 
sleepers m the Bombay streets are a recent phenomenon; but 
Mark Twam saw them He was on his way to a midnight 
betrothal ceremony • 

We seemed to move through a city of the dead There was 
hardly a suggestion of life in those snll and vacant streets Even 
the crows were silent. But everywhere on the ground lay sleeg^ 
mg natives hundreds and hundreds. They lay stretched at full 
length and tighdy wrapped m blankets, heads and aU Their 
amtude and rigidity counterfeited death. 

That was m 1896. They are more numerous today and 
there is another difference The ones I saw had no blaitets 
Hunger - pace Pudd’nhead Wilson - is also the handmaid of 
death- 
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The Delhi Mail from Jaipur 


‘What’s this?’ I asked Mr Gopal, the embassy liaison 
®3iij pointing to a kmd of fortress 
‘That’s a kmd of fortress ’ 

He had ridiculed the handbook I had been carrying around 
‘You have this big book, but I tell you to dose it and leave it at 
hotel because Jaipur is like open book to me.’ Unwisely, I had 
his advice. We were now six miles outside 
Wading ankle-deep through sand dnfts towards the wx 
®«hemenc of Galta. Bather we had passed through a jan^orM 
of some two hundred baboons ‘Act normal, sai op , 

. as they hopped and chattered and showed their teeth, clu^- 
“ig on the road with a curlosiiy that bordered 

landscape was rocky and very dry, and each rugged hill was 


capped with a cracked fortress 
‘Whose 13 it?’ 

‘The Maharajah’s.’ 

‘No, who built It?’ 

*¥00 would not know his name. 


^ ^p!l walked on It was dusk, and the buildinp cram- 
^ med mto the Galta gorge were darkening A monkey chattered 
5 , j^ped to a branch m a banyan tree above Mr Gopal’s 

yanking the branch down and making a punkah’s 
njlwwft- We entered the gate and crossed a courtyard to some 
jpipcd buildmgs, with coloured frescoes of trees and people on 
thcic fa9adc3. Some had been raked with mdeapberable 
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grafiBti and painted over; whole panels had been chiselled 
away. 

‘What’s this?' I asked. I hated him for making me leave my 
handbook behind. 

‘Ah,’ said Mr Gopal. It was a temple enclosure Some men 
do2:ed m the archways, others squatted on their haunches, an 
just outside the enclosure were some tea and vegetable stalls 
whose owners leaned against more frescoes, rubbing them 
away with their backs. I was struck by the sohtude of the place 
- a few people at sundown, no one speakmg, and it was so 
qmer I could hear the hooves of the goats clattenng on the 
cobblestones, the murmuring of the distant monkeys. 

‘A temple^’ 

Mr Gopal thought a moment. ‘Yes,’ he said finally, ‘a kmd 
of temple.’ 

On the ornate temple walls, stuck with posters, defaced with 
chisels, pissed on, and scrawled over with huge Devanagn 
scnpt advertising Jaipur businesses, there was a blue enamel 
sign, warning visitors m Hmdi and Enghsh that it was ‘for- 
bidden to desecrate, deface, mark, or otherwise abuse the 
walls’ The sign itself had been defaced the enamel was 
chipped — it looked pardy eaten 

Farther along, the cobblestone road became a narrow path 
and then a steep staircase cut mto the rock walls of the gorge. 
At the top of this was a temple facmg a still, black pool. 
Insects swimming m circles on the pool’s surface made mmus- 
cule npples, and small clouds of vibrant gnats hovered over 
the water The temple was an imambitious mche in the rock 
face, a shallow cave, hghted with oil lamps and tapers On 
either side of its portals were seven-foot marble slabs, the 
shape of those handed down from Smai but with a weight that ^ 
would give the most muscular prophet a herma These tablets 
had numbered mstrucuons cut mto them m two languages. In 
the failing hghr I copied down the Enghsh. 
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temple and washing clothes is strictly 

2 do not bnng shoes near the tank 

t d(^ not suit for women to take bath among male 
«einbcrs 

j ^P*tting while swimmmg is qiute a bad habit 

0 not spoil others clothes by sphttmg water while 

swimnung 

^ Do not enter the temple with wet clothes 

o not spit improperly to make the places dirty 

‘^tltmgp-lsaidtoMrGopol ‘What is sphttmg?’ 
does not say sphttmg ’ 

3Jte a look at number five ’ 

‘t says splashmg ’ 
says sphttmg’ 
it says 

walked over to the tablet The letters, two mcbes high, 
^^te cut deep mto the marble. 

‘-sphttmg,’ said Mr GopaL ‘I’ve never run across tha 

^^orc I think it’s a kmd of splashmg ’ ^ 

Mr Gopal was domg his best, but he was a hand- 

^cape from. So far I h^ been travellmg alone 
'■»k „d W»cn. Mlway ».«.«=. I ^ top 
.5 »y »d d.d p« ^ .to“ 

Py iPKPUon » stay ^ „t paomS the top. 

mt,TiZ”SpdS»^»>>p,, .. achytty .=.y i«BPiy 

c ^ ,«v.,rh all thc actofs had fled 

n mge sets ro pnnccly aty of marvels, but the vandal- 
Taipur was a pink prmcciy tji-jt 

sm and ignorance of those people who herded their goats mto 

the frah rums, painted over frescoes, and used the palace as a . 

backdrop for filming dimmished its attracuon A shoutmg film 

crew had occupied thc Qty Palace, and its presence made thc 
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place seem a constxuctioii of exorbitant fakery. I gave my 
lecture; I was anxious to catch the train, but the timetable said 
there would not be a train to Delhi until 12.34 the following 
morning. It was an awkward time to leave: a day and an 
entire evening lay before me, and I did not relish the prospect 
of standing at Jaipur Junction at midnight. 

‘Today we go to the museum,’ said Mr Gopal, the day after 
Galta. 

‘Let’s give the museum a miss.’ 

‘Very interesting place, and you said you wanted to see 
Moghul pamtings. This is home of Moghul pa intin gs ! * 

Outside the museum I said, ‘When was this bmlt?’ . 


5 


‘About 1550.’ 

He hadn’t hesitated. But today I had my handbook. The 
building he had placed in the mid-sixteenth century was the 
Albert Hall, started in 1878 and finished in 1887. In 1550 
Jaipur did not exist, though I didn’t have the heart to tell that 
to Mr Gopal, who had sulked when I contradicted him the h 
previous day. Anjrway, a weakness for exaggeration seemed a 
chronic affliction of some Indians. Inside the museum, another - 
guide was showing a tentlike red robe to a group of tourists.^ 
He said, ‘This belong to famous Maharajah Madho Singh. A 
big fat man. Seven feet tall, four feet wide, and weighing five 
himdred pounds.’ 

At Jai Smgh’s observatory, a garden of astronomer’s marble 


instruments that looks at first glance like a children’s play- 
ground, with slides and ladders and fifty-foot diutes splayed 
out symmetrically against the sun, Mr Gopal said he had 
visited the place many times. He showed me a great bronze 
disk that looked as if it might be a map of the night sky. I^ 
asked him if that was so. No, he said, it was to tell the time.^ 


He showed me a beacon, a submerged truncated hemisphere, a 
tower with eighty steps, a series of radiating benches these 
were also for telhng time. All this dehcate apparatus, used by> 
Pnnce Jai Singh (I read in my handbook) for finding altitudes 
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and azimuths and cdesual longitudes, Mr Gopal saw as a col- 
lection of oversized clocks 

While Mr Gopal was having lunch I sneaked off and bought 
my Dcket to Delhi. The station at Jaipur Junction is modelled 
after the lovely buildmgs m the walled aty It is red sand- 
stone, with cupolas, great arches, and substantial pillars that 
approach the palanal, inside are murals of lemon-faced 
^ women and turbaned men, enlargements of the traditional 
pamtings, with borders of posies 
'I take It I won’t be able to catch the tram until after mid- 
night,’ I said 

‘No, no,’ said the derk. ‘Sooner than that ’ 

And he explamcd The first-dass sleepmg car was already 
on the siding, bcmg deaned up to jom the Delhi Mail I could 
board m the early evening, and after midmght the Mail would 
pull m from Ahmadabad and this sleepmg car would be 
hitched to it. He said I should not be alarmed if I boarded a 
sleepmg car detached from a tram the tram would amve on 
tune 

‘Come down here tonight,’ he said, ‘and ask for two-up first- 
dass A GC bogie. We will show you ’ 

Later m the day I had a long meal with Mr Gopal m a 
Jaipur restaurant and afterwards announced that I would be 
gomg to the station Mr Gopal said there was no tram ‘You 
will have hours to wait.’ I said I didn’t mmd I went to the 
station and climbed aboard the cosily bghted sleepmg car that 
was parked at the far end of the platform My compartment 
was large The conductor showed me the desk, the shower, the 
lights I took a shower, and then in my bathrobe wrote a letter 


^ to my wife and copied out the commandments from the temple 
at Galta mto my notebook. It was still early I sent the con- 
ductor out for beer and had a talk with the Indian m the next 


compartment 

He was a professor at Rajasthan Umversity, and he was 
interested to learn that I had given a lecture for the Enghsh 
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Department, He said he rather disliked university students; 
they httered the grounds with election posters and hired 
people to clean up after the election. They were silly> short- 
sighted, and disorderly, they were always posturing. ‘Some- 
times,* he said, ‘it makes my blood bod.’ 

I told him about Mr Gopal. 

‘You see?’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you something. The average 
Indian knows very little about his rehgion, or India, or any 
thin g else. Some are ignorant of the most simple things, such 
as Hmdu concepts or history. I agree with Naipaul one hun- 
dred per cent. They don’t like to appear ignorant before a 
Westerner, but most Indians don’t know any more about their 
temples and wnting and what-not than the tourists - many 
know a lot less.’ 

‘Aren’t you exaggerating?’ 

*1 am saymg what I know. Of course, when a man gets older 
he begins to take an interest. So some old men know about 
Hinduism. They get a bit worried about what is gomg to-..^ 
happen to them.’ 

I offered the professor a beer, but he said he had some 
paperwork to do He said good night and went mto his com->^ 
partment, and I withdrew mto min e. We were soil at the 
sidmg at Jaipur Junction. I poured myself a beer and lay in 
my berth reading Forster!s The Longest Journey I had been 
misled : this was no travel book; it was the story of a bad short- 
story wnter and his callow wife and smpmg friends I threw it 
aside and read a few pages of The Autobiography of a Yogi, 
then fell asleep. I was awakened at half-past twelve by a 
bump my bogie’s being coupled to the Delhi M ai l . All mght 
the tram rocked and chcked towards Delhi, while I slumbered 
in my cool room, and 1 was so refreshed on amvmg that 
decided to leave that same evemng for Madras to see if, as my 
map said - though everyone claimed it was impossible - I 
could take a tram to Ceylon. 


12 

The Grand Trunk Express 




The lumbering express that bisects India, a 1400-nifle slash 
from Delhi south to Madras, gets its name from the route It 
might easily have derived it from the kind of luggage the 
porters were heavmg on board There were grand trunks aU 
over the platform. I had never seen such heaps of belongmgs in 
my life, or so many laden people they were like evacuees who 
had been given ome to pack, lazfly fleeing an ambiguous 
catastrophe In the best of times there is nothmg sunple about 
an Indian boarding a tram, but these people dimbmg mto the 
Grand Trunk Express looked as if they were settmg up house 
- they had the air, and the merchandise, of people movmg m 
Withm mmutes the compartments were colonized, the trunks 
• were emptied, the hampers, food baskets, water bottles, bed- 
rolls, and Gladstones put m place, and before the tram started 
up Its charaaer changed, for while we were still standmg at 
Delhi Station the men stripped off their baggy trousers and 
twill jackets and got mto traditional South Indian dress the 
sleeveless gym-class undershirt and the sarong they call a 
i\lungu These were scored with packmg creases It was as if, at 
once — m expectation of the tram whistle — they all dropped 
the disguise they had adopted for Delhi, the Madras-bound 
^ express allowmg them to assume their true identity The tram 
was Tamil, and they had moved m so completely, I felt like a 
stranger among residents, which was odd, since I had arnved 
earHer than anyone else. 

Tamils are black and bony, they have thick straight hair 
and their teeth are pronunent and glisten from repeated scrub- 
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bmgs with peeled green twigs. Watch a Tamil going over his 
teeth with an eight-mch twig and you begin to wonder if he 
isn’t trying to yank a branch out of his stomach. One of the 
attractions of the Grand Trunk Express is that its route takes 
in the forests of Madhya Pradesh, where the best toothbrush 
twigs are found, they are sold in bundles, bound like cheroots, 
at the stations m the provmce. Tamils are also modest. Before 
they change their clothes each makes a toga of his bedsheet, 
and, hoppmg up and down and workmg his elbows, he kicks 
his shoes and trousers off, all the while babbhng in that rip- 
phng speech that resembles the sputtermg of a man singing m 
the shower. Tamils seem to talk constantly — only tooth- 
brushing silences them. Pleasure for a Tamil is discussing a 
large matter (life, truth, beauty, ‘walues’) over a large meal 
(very wet vegetables studded with chillies and capsicums, and 
served with damp puns and two mounds of glutinous rice). 
The Tamils were happy on the Grand Trunk Express their 
language was spoken, their food was served, their belongings 
were dumped helter-skelter, giving the tram the customary 
clutter of a Tamil home. 

I started out with three Tamils in my compartment. After 
they changed, unstrapped their smtcases, unbuckled bedrolls, 
and had a meal (one gently scoffed at my spoon* ‘Food taken 
with hand tastes different from food taken with spoon - sort of 
metal taste’) they spent an immense amount of tune intro- 
ducmg themselves to each other In bursts of T amil speech 
were Enghsh words like ‘repostmg’, ‘casual leave’, ‘annual 
audit’. As soon as I jomed the conversation they began, with 
what I thought was a high degree of tact and courage, to speak 
to one another m English. They were in agreement on one 
point Delhi was barbarous. 

1 am staymg at Lodi Hotel I am booked months ahead 
Everyone m Tnch tells me it is a good hotel Hah! I c ann ot 
use telephone You have used telephone?’ 

‘I cannot use telephone at all.’ 
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'll IS not Lodi Hotel,’ said the third Tamil. “It is Delhi.’ 

TTes, my fnend, you arc nghti’ said the second 
*1 say to receptionist, “Kmdly stop speakmg to me m HmdL 
Does no one speak English around this place? Speak to me in 
English if you please 1’” 

“It IS really atroaous situanon ’ 

‘Hmdi, Hmdi, Hmdi Tchai' 

I said rd had simflar experiences They shook then; heads 
and added more stones of distress We sat like four fugitives 
from savagery, bemoamng the general ignorance of English, 
and It was one of the Tamils - not I — who pomted out that the 
Hmdi-speaker would be lost m London. 

I said, ‘Would he be lost in Madras?’ 

‘En glish IS widely spoken in Madras We also use Tamil, 
but seldom Hindi. It is not our language ’ 

‘In the south everyone has matnc.’ They had a knowmg ease 
with abbreviations, ‘matnc’ for matnculanon, ‘Tnch’ for the 
town of Tiruchirappalh 

The conduaor put his head mto the compartment He was a 
harassed man with the badges and eqmpment of Indian auth- 
onty, a gunmetal puncher, a vmdictive pencil, a chpboard 
thick with damp passenger lists, a bronze conductor’s pm, and 
a khaki pith helmet. He tapped my shoulder 
‘Brmg your case ’ 

Earher I had asked for the two-berth compartment I had 
paid for He had said they were overbooked I demanded a 
refund He said. I’d have to file an appheanon at the place of 
issue I accused him of meflSaency He withdrew Now he had 
foimd a coup^ m the next carnage 

‘Does this cost extra?’ I asked, shdmg my smtease m I 
didn’t like the extortionate overtones of the word baksheesh, 
‘What you want,’ he said 
“Then it doesn’t.’ 

‘I am not saying it does or doesn’t I am not asking ’ 

I liked the approach. I said, ‘What should I do?’ 
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‘To give or not to give.’ He frowned at his passenger lists. 
‘That is entirely your lookout.’ 

I gave him five rupees. 

The compartment was gntty. There was no sink; the drop- 
leaf table was unhinged; and the rattling at the window, rising 
to a scream when another tram passed, jarred my ears. Some- 
times it was an old locomotive that sped by in the mght, its 
kettle boiling, its whistle going, and its pistons leaking a hiss 
with the warning pitch of a blown valve that precedes an ex- 
plosion. At about 6am, near Bhopal, there was a rap on the 
door — not mommg tea, but a candidate for the upper berth. 
He said, ‘Excuse me,’ and crept in. 

The forests of Madhya Pradesh, where all the toothbrushes 
grow, looked like the woods of New Hampshire with the last 
famt blue range of mountains removed. It was green, unculti- 
vated, and full of leafy bluffs and shady brooks, but as the 
second day wore on it grew dustier, and New Hampshire gave 
way to Indian heat and Indian air. Dust collected at the 
window and sifted m, covering my map, my pipe, my glasses 
and notebook, my new stock of paperbacks Qoyce’s Exiles, 
Browning’s poems. The Narrow Comer by Somerset 
’ Maugham). I had a fine layer of dust on my face; dust furred 
the mirror, made the plastic seat abrasive and the floor 
crunchy. The wmdow had to be kept open a crack because of 
the heat, but the penalty for this breeze was a stream of 
choking dust from the Central Indian plains. 

At Nagpur in the afternoon, my travelling companion (an 
engineer with an extraordmary scar on his chest), said, ‘There 
are primitive people here called Gondis. They are quite 

strange. One woman may have four to five husbands and vicey- 
versy.’ 

I bought four oranges at the station, made a note of a sign 
advertismg horoscopes that read marry your daughtei^s 
VOR ONLY RUPEES 12 50, shouted at a htde man who was 
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bullying a beggar, and read my handbook’s entry for Nagpur 
(so-called because it is on the River Nag) 

Among the inhabitants arc many aborigines known as Gonds 
Of these the hill-tnbes have black skins, flat noses and thick 
bps A cloth round the waist is their chief gormenL The xchgious 
belief vanes from village to village. Nearly all worship the 
cholera and smallpox deiucs, and there are traces of serpent 
worship 

To my rehef, the whistle blew and we were on our way The 
engmecr read the Nagpur paper, I ate my Nagpur oranges and 
then had a siesta. I awoke to an odd sight, the first ram clouds 
Fd seen smee leaving England At dusk, near the border of the 
South Indian provmcc of Andhra Pradesh, broad blue grey 
clouds, dark at the edges, hung on the horizon We were 
headed for them m a landscape where it had recently rained 
now the httic stations were splashed with mud, brown puddles 
had coUcaed at level crossmgs, and the earth was reddened by 
the late monsoon But we were not under the clouds until we 
reached Chandrapur, a station so small and sooty it is not on 
the map There, the ram fell m torrents, and signalmen 
skipped along the line wavmg their sodden flags The people 
on the platform stood watching from under large black um- 
brellas that shone with wetness Some hawkers rushed mto the 
downpour to sell bananas to the tram passengers 
A woman crawled mto the ram from the shelter of the plat- 
form She appeared to be mjured she was on all fours, 
moving slowly towards the tram — towards me Her spme, I 
saw, was twisted with menmgitis, she had rags tied to her 
knees and woodblocks m her hands She toiled across the 
tracks with pamful slowness, and when she was near the door 
she looked up She had a lovely smile — a girl’s bearrung face 
on that broken body She propped herself up and lifted her 
free hand at me, and waited, her face streaming with ram, her 
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clothes soaked While I was fishing in my pockets for money 
the tram started up, and my futile gesture was to throw a 
handful of rupees on to the flooded hne. 

At the next station I was accosted by another beggar. This 
was a boy of about ten, weanng a clean shirt and shorts. He 
implored with his eyes and said rapidly, ‘Please, sir, give me 
money. My father and mother have been at station platform n 
for two days. They are stranded. They have no food. My 
father has no job, my mother’s clothes are tom. We must get 
to Delhi soon and if you give me one or two rupees we wili be 
able.’ 

‘The train’s going to leave. You’d better hop off.’ 

He said, ‘Please, sir, give me money. My father and 
mother -’ 

He went on mechamcally reciting. I urged him to get off the 
train, but it was clear that apart from his spiel he did not speak 
English. I walked away. 

It had grown dark, the rain was letting up, and I sat reading 
the engmeer’s newspaper. The news was of conferences, an 
incredible number of gathermgs m the very titles of which I 
heard the dack of voices, the rattle of mimeographed sheets, 
the squeak of folding chairs, and the eternal Indian prologue : 
‘There is one question we all have to ask ourselves-’ One 
Nagpur conference was spendmg a week discussing ‘Is the 
Future of Zoroastrianism m Peril?’ On the same page 200 
Indians were reported attendmg a ‘Congress of Peace-Loving 
Countnes’, ‘Hmduism. Are We at a Crossroads?’ occupied 
another group, and on the back page there was an advertise- 
ment for Raymond’s Suitings (slogan ‘You’ll have somethmg 
to say in Raymond’s Smtings . . .’). The man weanng a Ray- 
mond smt was shown addressmg a conference audience He 
was sqmntmg, makmg a beckoning gesture, he had something 
to say. His words were, ‘Commimicauon is perception Com- 
munication IS expectations. Communication is mvolvement ’ 

A beggar’s skinny hand appeared at my compartment door. 
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a bruised forearm, a ragged sleeve Then the doomed cry, 
•■Sahtbr 

At Sirpur, just over the border of Andhra Pradesh, the tram 
ground to a halt. Twenty mmutes later we were still there 
Sirpur IS insignificant the platform is uncovered, the station 
has two rooms, and there are cows on the verandah Grass tufts 
grow out of the ledge of the bookmg-office window It smelled 
of ram and wood smoke and cow dung, it was httle more than 
a hut, dignified with the usual railway signs, of which the most 
hopeful was trains running late are likely to 
MAKE UP TIME. Passcngers on the Grand Trunk Express 
began to get oul They promenaded, belchmg m httle groups, 
grateful for the exercise. 

‘The engme has packed up,’ one man told me. ‘They are 
sending for new one Delay of two hours ’ 

Another man said, “If there was a cabmet rmnister on this 
tram they would have an engme m ten mmutes’ time.’ 

The Tamils were ravmg on the platform. A nauve of Sirpur 
wandered out of the darkness with a sack of roasted chickpeas. 
He was set upon by the Tamils, who bought all the chickpeas 
and demanded more A mob of Tamils gathered at the station- 
master’s wmdow to howl at a man tappmg out Morse code 
with a httle key 

I deaded to look for a beer, but just outside the station I 
was m darkness so complete I had second thoughts The smell 
of ram on the vegetation gave a humid nchness to the air that 
was almost sweet. There were cows lymg on the road they 
were white, I could see them clearly Usmg the cows as toad 
markers I walked along until I saw a small orange hght about 
fifty yards away I headed towards it and came to a httle hut, a 
low poky shack with mud walls and a canvas roof There was a 
kerosene lantern on the doorway and another inside li ghtin g 
the surprised faces of a half a dozen tea-dnnkers, two of whom 
recognized me from the tram. 

‘What do you want?’ one said ‘I will ask for it.’ 
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‘Can I buy a bottle of beer here?’ 

This was translated. There was laughter. I knew the answer. 
‘About two kilometres down the road’ — the man pomted 
mto the blackness - ‘there is a bar. You can get beer there.’ 

‘How will I find It?’ 

‘A car,’ he said. He spoke agam to the man serving tea. ‘But 
there is no car here Have some tea.’ 

We stood m the hut, drinkmg milky tea out of cracked 
glasses A joss stick was ht. No one said a word. The train 
passengers looked at the villagers, the villagers averted their 
eyes. The canvas ceiling drooped; the tables were worn shmy; 
the ]oss stick filled the room with stinking perfume. The tram 
passengers grew uncomfortable and, in their discomfort, took 
an exaggerated mterest in the calendar, the faded colour prints 
of Shiva and Ganpan The lanterns flickered m the dead 
silence as our shadows leaped on the walls. 

The Indian who had translated my question said under his 
breath, ‘This is the real India I’ 

* 

We did not go far that m'ght. The rehef engme was late, there 
were more delays, the Tamils were cursmg damn, blast, 
ruddy, bloody The tram broke down throughout the mght; it 
slowed, it stopped, the engme died and then I could hear, 
among the curses, loud cnckets We arnved at Vijayawada five 
hours behmd time m a dark ramy dawn I bought an apple at a 
stall, but before I could take a bite out of it a boy limped over 
to me, stuck his hand out and began to cry. I gave him that 
apple and bought another, which I hid until I got into the 
tram. 

The south was unexpectedly cool and lush the greenness of 
the countryside matched the green on the map, the sea-level 
colour of this area. Because it was still early, and because 
Indian villagers seem to think of railway tracks as the margin 
of their world, there were people crouched all along the line. 
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slutting At first I thought they were sunply squattmg com- 
fortably to watch the tram go by, then I noticed the bright 
yellow hanks under them I saw one man, he portended a 
hundred more, all facmg the tram for the diversion it offered, 
unhumedly fouhng the track They were shittmg when the 
tram pulled m, they were stfll at it when the tram pulled out. 
One cunous group - a man, a boy, and a pig - were m a row, 
each shittmg m his own way A dignified man with his dhott 
drawn up squatted a httle distance from the tracks He 
watched the tram go by and he looked as if he would be there 
for some time he held a large black umbrella over his head 
and a newspaper on his knees Indeed, he seemed the perfect 
symbol for what a man m Delhi had called ‘The Turd World’ 
For the last leg of the journey the tram veered to the coast 
and followed the low-lymg shore along the Bay of Bengal The 
fields were flooded, but men ploughed the water ~ teams of 
black buffaloes dragged them through the paddy fields The 
nvers were swollen with fast red currents that brimmed to the 
hp of the banks This southeastern part of Andhra Pradesh 
was the most fertfle I had seen m India, and it was stnkmg m 
another way, the people so black, the earth such a dem red 
brown, the green so green Still the ram came down, jpore 
heavily as we neared Madras 

I asked my travellmg compamon about his scar He said he 
had been stabbed m Assam by some dacoits who took him for 
a Bengali. He had gone to the door and three men jumped him 
and began nppmg at his heart with daggers He fell back, and 
they fled ‘The blood came out — I was on my back, but spouts 
of It shot up from my heart, high over my face, and splashed 
over me ’ He called to fais five-year-old son to get cloths to 
stanch the flow The child did as he was told, but his hands 
were so small and he was so eager that his hnnrl sank into the 
wound The father was brought to the hospital at Sfligun, but 
It took a year for the wound to heal, and by the time he was 
released he had no money and no job He described tumself as 
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‘a fairly typical Indian engineer*. 

We had a conversation about his job He had something to 
do with hydraulics. ^It was not a long conversation. Most 
Indians I met had jobs that defied analysis or even comment. 
They were salesmen canvassmg for firms that made seamless 
tubes, plastic washers, or bleaching agents, they marketed 
bench marks or hasps for manila folders Once 1 met a Sikh 
who made rubber goods, but nothing simple hke tyres or con- 
traceptives, he made rubber bushings and casmgs. I said I 
didn’t understand. He explained : ‘Casings - rubber ones — for 
lugged sprockets.' 

It was my mabhity to understand these occupations that led 
these Indian railway conversations mto anecdotes of the oddest 
sort The engmeer, seemg that my grasp of hydrauhcs was 
slender, told me a story about a yogi who neither ate nor drank 
a thing m his life. ‘What did he hve on^’ I asked. It seemed a 
fair question. ‘Air only,* he said, ‘because he did not want to 
contaminate the body with food and drmk ’ The yogi hved to a 
npe old age - over seventy Mi Gopal, the haison man, had 
been stumped by my ignorance of haismg His story concerned 
a monkey and a tiger who always travelled together. No one 
could understand why the tiger didn’t gobble up the monkey, 
but a man watched them closely (from behind a tree, unseen) 
and realized that the tiger was bhnd the monkey gmded the 
tiger from place to place I had heard a story about a man in 
Bombay who walked on water, and another about a man who 
taught himself to fly usmg wmgs from palm leaves; the can- 
vasser for seamless tubes told me about a bridge of monkeys 
from Ceylon to Dhanushkodi, across the Palk Strait. I saw 
Aese tall stones as a flight from the concrete, the Indian 
imagination reqmrmg somethmg more than the prosy details 
of the ledger. So Mr Bhardwaj, the accountant, beheved in 
astrology, Mx Radia, maker of dry-cell battenes, improvised 
(he^ said) philosophical songs; and an otherwise completely 
rational man I met in Bombay cl aim ed that many Indians 
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were addirted to the bite of a cobra “You stick out your 
tongue cobra bites tongue and venom makes you wonder- 
fuL’ 

A few mfles out of Madras, an Engbsh missionary found me 
dutchmg the window, gaspmg m the heat that had just de- 
scended on the tram He ignored my condition. He said he was 
absolutely hvid He was glad to hear that I was (as I told him) 
a journalist he had a story for me. 

‘Some Americans,’ he said, ‘who call themselves Qinstians 
are paymg four rupees a head — and that’s a lot of money m 
Ma^as - to people they baptize Why? FU tell you To put 
up their conversion figures, so they can get more money from 
their parishes back home They do more harm than good 
When you go back to the States I hope you menuon it.’ 

‘Gladly,’ I said Will whoever is responsible for these cor- 
rupt missionanes who offer baposmal bnbes please persuade 
them that they are doing more harm than good? 

Then we were at Madras Central and ncksbaw-wallahs 
were flying at me like bats, repeatmg, ‘Where you going? 
Where you gomg?’ 

They laughed when I told them Ceylon. 

* 

This was what I imagined somewhere past the bnck and 
plaster mansions of Madras, arrayed along Mount Road like so 
many yellowmg weddmg cakes, was the Bay of Bengal, on 
which I would find a breezy sea-front restaurant, palm trees, 
flappmg tablecloths. I would sit facmg the water, have a fish 
di nn er and five beers and watch the dancmg hghts of the httle 
Tamil fishmg smacks Then I would go to bed and be up early 
for the tram to Rameswaram, that village on the dp of India’s 
nose. 

‘Take me to the beach,’ I said to the taxi driver He was an 
unshaven, wild-haired T amil with his shirt tom open He had 
the look of the feral child m the psychology textbook feral 
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cluldren, mangled demented MowgliSj abound in South India, 
It is said they are suckled by wolves. 

‘Beach Road?’ 

‘That sounds like the place.’ I explained that I wanted to 
eat a fish. 

‘Twenty rupees.’ 

‘I’ll give you five.’ 

‘Okay, fifteen. Get m.’ 

We drove about two hundred yards and I realized that I was 
very hungry turmng vegetanan had confused my stomach 
with what seemed an imperfect substitute for real food. Vege- 
tables subdued my appetite, but a cravmg — a carmvorous 
emotion - remained. 

‘You like English girls?’ The taxi driver was turmng the 
steermg wheel with his wrists, as a wolf might, given the 
opportunity to drive a taxi. 

‘Very much,’ I said. 

‘I find you English girl.’ 

‘Really?’ It seemed an unlikely place to find an English 
whore - Madras, a aty without any apparent prosperity In 
Bombay I might have beheved it the sleek Indian busmess- 
men, running m and out of the Ta) Mahal Hotel, oozing 
wealth, and dnvmg at top speed past the sleepers on the side- 
walk - they were certainly whore fodder And m Delhi, city of 
conferees and delegates, I was told there were lots of European 
hookers cniismg through the lobbies of the plush hotels, pro- 
mismg pleasure with a cheery swmg of their hips. But m 
Madras? 

The dnver spun in his seat and crossed his heart, two 
slashes with his long nails ^English girL’ 

‘Keep your eyes on the roadi’ 

‘Twenty-five rupees ’ 

Three dollars and twenty-five cents. 

‘Pretty girl?’ 

'English gul,’ he said. ‘You want?’ 
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I thought this over It wasn’t the gid but the situation that 
attracted me. An Enghsh girl m Madras, whonng for peanuts. 
I wondered where she hved, and how, and for how long, what 
had brought her to the godforsaken place? I saw her as a 
castaway, a fugitive like Lena in Conrad’s Victory fleeing a 
tuneless travelling orchestra in Surabaya- I had once met an 
English whore m Singapore She said she was makmg a 
fortune But it wasn’t just the money she preferred Chinese 
and Indian men to the Enghsh, who were not so qmck and, 
worse, usually wanted to spank her 
The driver noticed my silence and slowed down. In the 
heavy traffic he turned around once again. His cracked teeth, 
stamed with betel juice, were red and gleaming m the hghts 
from the car behind us He said, ‘Beach or gni?’ 

‘Beach,’ I said 

He drove for a few nunutes more Surely she was Anglo- 
Indian - “English’ was a euphemism. 

‘Girl,’ I said 
“Beadi or giri?’ 

‘Gid, girl, for Heaven’s sake.’ It was as if he were trying to 
make me confess to an especially viaous impulse 
He swung the car around dangerously and sped in the oppo- 
site direction, babbling, ‘Good — nice girls — you like — htde 
house - about two miles - five girls — ’ 

“English girls?’ 

‘English girls’ 

The luminous certitude had gone out of his voice, but still 
he nodded, perhaps trying to calm me. 

We drove for twenty mmutes We went throu^ streets 
where kerosene lamps burned at stalls, and past bnghdy ht 
textile shops m which clerks m stnped pyjamas shook out bolts 
of yellow doth and sequmed sans I sat back and watched 
Madras go by, teeth and eyes m dark alleys, mght-timc 
shoppers with full baskets, and endless doorways distmguishcd 
by memorable signboards, sangada lunch home. 
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VISHNU SHOE CLiNiCj and the dark funereal thousand 
LIGHTS RESTAURANT. 

He turned corners^ choosmg the narrowest unhghted lanes, 
and then we stayed on dirt roads. I suspected he was going to 
rob me, and when we came to the darkest part of a bumpy 
track — we were m the country now — and he pulled over and 
switched off the hghts, I was certam he was a con man: his 
next move would be to stick a knife in my ribs How stupid I*d 
been to beheve his fatuous story about the twenty-five-rupee 
English gul 1 We were far from Madras, on a deserted road, 
beside a famtly gleaming swamp where frogs whistled and 
gulped. The taxi driver jerked his head. I jumped He blew his 
nose mto his fingers and flung the result out the wmdow. 

I started to get out of the car. 

‘You sit down.’ 

I sat down 

He thumped his chest with his hand ‘I’m commg ’ He slid 
out and banged the door, and I saw him disappear down a path 
to the left. 

I waited until he was gone, until the shush of his legs in the 
tall grass had died out, and then I carefully worked the door 
open In the open air it was cool, and there was a mingled 
smell of swamp water and jasmme. I heard voices on the road, 
men chattermg; hke me they were m darkness I could see the 
road around me, but a few feet away it vamshed. I estimated 
that I was about a mile from the mam road. I would head for 
that and find a bus 

There were puddles in the road. I blundered mto one, and, 
trymg to get out, plopped through the deepest part I had been 
running, the puddle slowed me to a ponderous shamble. 
‘Mister' Sahib!’ 

I kept gomg, but he saw me and came closer. I was caught. 
Sit down, mister r he said. I saw he was alone. ‘Where you 
gomg?’ 

‘Where you gomg?’ 
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‘Checking up ’ 

•English gul?’ 

‘No English girL’ 

•What do you mean, no English girl?’ I was fnghtencdj and 
now It aU seemed a transparent preparation for ambush- 
He thought I was angry He said, ‘English girl - forty, fifty 
Like this ’ He stepped close to me so that m the darkness I 
could see he was blowmg out his cheeks, he clenched his fists 
and hunched his shoulders I got the message a fat English 
guL "Indian girl - small, nice Sit down, we go ’ 

I had no other choice A mad dash down the road would 
have taken me nowhere - and he would have chased me. We 
walked back to the trm. He started the engme angrily and we 
bumped along the grassy path he had taken earher on foot. 
The taxi rolled from side to side m the potiioles and strained 
up a grade. This was indeed the country In all that darkness 
there was one hghted hut, A htde boy crouched m the doorway 
with a sparkler, an antiapation of Diwalt, the festival of 
hghts It illununated his face, his skinny arm, and made his 
eyes shme Ahead of us there was another hut, slightly larger, 
with a flat roof and two square windowa It was on its own, 
like a shop m a jungle clearing Dark heads moved at the 
wmdows 

‘You come,’ said the taxi driver, parking m front of the 
door I heard gigghng and saw at the windows round black 
faces and gleaming hair A man m a white turban leaned 
against the wall, just out of the hght. 

We went mside the dirty room. I found a chair and sat 
down A dim elcctnc bulb burned on a cord m the centre of 
the low ceihng I was sittmg m the good chair - the others 
were broken or had burst cushions Some girls were sittmg on 
a long wooden bench. They watched me, while the rest gath- 
ered around me, pmchmg my arm and lau ghin g They were 
very small, and they looked awkward and a bit comic, too 
young to be ■wearmg hpsuck, nose jewels, earrings, and shp- 
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pmg bracelets. Sprigs of white jasmine plaited into their hair 
made them look appropriately girlish, but the smudged lip- 
stick and large jewellery also exaggerated their youth. One 
stout sulky girl held a buzzmg transistor radio to the side of 
her head and looked me over. They gave the impression of 
schoolgirls m their mothers’ clothes. None could have been 
older than fifteen. ^ 

‘Which one you like?* This was the man in the turban. He 
was stocky and looked tough in a rather grizzled way. His 
turban was a bath towel knotted on his head. 

‘Sorry,’ I said. 

A ibin rnan walked in through the door He had a sly, bony 
face and his hands were stuck mto the top of his lungt. He 
nodded at one. ‘Take her - she good.* 

‘One hundred rupees all mght,’ said the man with the 
turban. ‘Fifty for one jig.’ 

‘He said it costs twenty-five.* 

The taxi driver wrung his hands. 

‘Fifty,’ said the grizzled man, standing firm. 

‘Anyway, forget it,’ I said. *1 just came for a drink.’ 

‘No dnnk,’ said the thin man. 

‘He said he had an English girl.’ 

‘What English girl?’ said the thm man, now twisting the 
knot on his lungi. ‘These Kerala girls — young, small, from 
Malabar Coast.’ 

The man in the turban caught one by the arm and dioved 
her against me. She shrieked debghtedly and hopped away. 
‘You look at room,’ said the man m the turban. 

The room was right through the door. He switched on the 
hght This was the bedroom; it was the same size as the out- 
side one, but dirtier and more cluttered. And it smelled hor- 
rible. In the centre of the room was a wooden bed with a 
stained bamboo mat on it, and on the wall six shelves, each 
holding a small tin padlocked suitcase In a comer of the room 
a battered table held solne medicine bottles, big and .smallj and 
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a basin of water There were scorch marks on the beaverboard 
ceiling, newspapers on the floor, and on the wall over the bed 
diarcoal sketches of dismembered bodies breasts, and gemtals 
‘Lookr 

The man grinned wildly, rushed to the far wall and threw a 
switch 
•Fan!’ 

It began to groan slowly over the filthy bed, snmng the air 
with Its cracked paddles and makmg the room even smclher 
Two girls came mto the room and sat on the bed Laughmg, 
they began to unwmd their sans I burned out, mto the par- 
lour, through the front door, and found the taxi dnver ‘Come 
on, let’s go ’ 

‘You not hkmg Indian girl? Nice Indian girl?’ Skmny was 
startmg to shout. He shouted somethmg m Tamil to the taxi 
dnver, who was m as great a hurry as I to leave the place he 
had produced a dud customer TTie fault was his, not mme. 
The girls were still gigghng and callmg out, and Skinny was 
still shoutmg as we swung away from the hut and through the 
tall grass on to the bumpy back road , 

I had a late dinner, served on a banana leaf m a dmgy 
restaurant near my hoteL The wmdows of my hotel room were 
open, I could smell sweet flowers The odour sang as I read 
Exiles ‘I am sure that no law made by man is sacred before 
the impulse of passion , There is no law before impulse ’ 
The perfume was famfliar, it was jasmme I thought of the 
gids, laughmg there m that hut, wearing the white flowers 
vnth such narrow petals 
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I HAD two ambitions in India one was to find a train to 
Ceylon, the other was to have a sleepmg car to myself. At 
Egmore Station m Madras both ambitions were fulfilled. My 
htde cardboard ticket read Madras - Colombo Fort, and when 
the tram pulled out the conductor told me I would be the only 
passenger m the car for the twenty-two-hour journey to Ram- 
eswaram. If I wished, he said, I could move to the second 
compartment - the fans worked there It was a local train, and, 
smce no one was going very far, everyone chose third class 
Very few people went to Rameswaram, he said, and these days 
nobody wanted to go to Ceylon : it was a troublesome country, 
there was no food m the markets, and the prime minister, Mrs 
Bandaranaike, didn’t like Indians. He wondered Miy I was 
gomg there. 

‘For the nde,’ I said 

‘It is the slowest tram ’ He showed me the timetable I bor- 
rowed It and took it mto my compartment to study I had been 
on slow trams before, but this was perverse. It seemed to stop 
every five or ten mmutes I held the timetable to the wmdow 
to verify it m the hght 


Madras Egmore 

1100 

Mambalam 

11 11 

Tarabaran 

1133 

Penmgalattur Halt 

1141 

Vandalur 

1147 

Guduvanchari 

1157 

Kattargulattur 

12 06 
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Singapenimalkoil 12.15 
Chin^eput 1235 

And so forth I counted It stopped ninety-four tunes m alL I 
had got my wish, but I wondered whether it was worth the 
penalties 

The tram gathered speed, the brakes squeaked, it lurched 
and stopped It started agam, and no sooner had it begun to 
roll easfly than the brakes gave this metal waiL I dozed m my 
compartment, and each time the tram stopped I heard laughter 
and the stampmg of feet past my door, a muted gallopmg up 
and down the passage, doors bangmg and the nng of metal on 
metaL The voices ceased when the tram was underway and did 
not start agam untfl the next station, a commonon at the doors, 
shneks, and clangs I looked out the wmdow and saw the 
strangest sight - children, girls and bc^s of anywhere from 
seven to twelve^ the younger ones naked, the older ones wear- 
ing lomcloths, were leapmg off the tram carrymg cans of 
water They were wild children, with long lank hair faded 
brown by the sim, with black shoulders and dusty faces and 
snub noses — like Australian abongmes - and at every station 
that morning they dashed into the sleeping car and got water 
from the sink m the toilet compartment They raced with their 
cans to camps by the side of the track where thin older people 
waited, aged men with yellowing curly hair, women kneehng 
over cookmg pots m front of crude lean-tos They weren’t 
Tamils. I assumed they were abongmes, like the Gonds They 
had few belongmgs and they hved m this dry zone the mon- 
soon had not yet reached All morning they raided the sleepmg 
car for water, skippmg m and out^ shoutmg and laughmg, 
m a kin g their scavengmg mto a noisy game. I locked the inner 
door, preventmg them from dancmg down the comdor, but 
allowmg them access to the water 
I had made no arrangements to eat and had no food with 
me. In the early afternoon I walked the length of the tram but 
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could not find a dining car. I was having a snooze at about two 
o’clock when there was a rap at the window. It was the con- 
ductor. Without a word he passed a tray of food through the 
bars. I ate Tamil-fashion> squelching the rice into a ball with 
my right hand, mopping the ball into the soupy vegetables, 
and stuffing the whole busmess into my mouth. At the next 
station the conductor reappeared He took the empty tray and 
gave me a drowsy salute. 

We were traveUing parallel to the coast, a few miles inland, 
and the fans m the compartment gave very httle rehef from 
the pressure of humidity. The sky was overcast with clouds 
that seemed to add weight to the sufEocatmg heat, and the 
train was gomg so slowly there was no breeze at the wmdows. 
To shake off my fe elin g of sluggishness, I borrowed a broom 
and some rags from the conductor; I swept out my compart- 
ment and washed all the windows and woodwork Then I did 
my laundry and hung it on hooks in the corridor. I plugged the 
sink and slmced myself with water, then shaved and put on my 
shppers and pyjamas. It was my own sleeping car, after aU At 
Villupuram the electric engine was replaced by a steam loco- 
motive, and at that same station I bought three large bottles of 
warm beer. I plumped the pillows m my compartment and, 
while my laundry dned, drank beer and watched the state of 
Ta mil Nadu grow simpler* each station was smaller than the 
last and the people grew mcreasmgly naked — after Chmgleput 
there were no shirts, undershirts disappeared at ViUupuram, 
and further on lungts were scarce and people were r unnin g 
around m drooping lomcloths The land was flat, featureless 
except for an occasional storkhke T amil poised m a distant 
paddy field The huts were as poorly made as those temporary 
ones thrown up m the African mterior, where it is considered 
unlucky to hve m the same hut two years m a row. They were 
of mud and had palm-leaf roofs, the mud had cracked in the 
heat and the first of the monsoon would sweep those roofs 
away In contrast to this haphazard buildmg, the nee fields 
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Tve got gome good friends in Baltimore,’ I said. ‘Ever get 
back there?’ 

‘You’re bothering me,* said the monk. 

‘Is that any way for a monk to talk?’ 

He was really angry then. He said, 
questions a hundred times a day I’ 

‘I’m just curious.’ 

‘There are no answers,’ he said, with 
‘Bm lookmg for water.’ 

‘Keep lookmg.’ 

Tm dirty ! I haven’t slept all night; I want to wash !* 

‘TU show you where the water is if you answer one more 
question,’ I said. 

‘You’re a nosy bastard, just like the rest of them,’ said die 
Buddhist monk. 

‘Second door on your right)’ I said. ‘Don’t drown.’ 

I think the next ten miles were the most exciting I have 
ever travelled in a train. We were on the coast, moving fast < 
along a spit of land, and on either side of the train — its whisde 
screaming, its chimney full of smoke — white sand had drifted ^ 
into magnificent dunes; beyond these dunes were slices of 
green sea- Sand whipped up by die engine pattered against the 
carnages behind, and spray from the breakers, whose regular 
wash dramatized the chugging of the locomotive, was fixmg up 
to speckle the wmdows with crystal bubbles. It was all Hgh^ 
and water and sand, flying about the train speedmg towards 
the Rameswaram causeway in a high wind. The palms under 
the scuddmg clouds bowed and flashed like fans made of 
feathers, and here and there, up to their stupas in sand, were 
temples fiymg red flags on their crooked masts. The sand^ 
covered the track m places; it had drifted into temple door- 
wa}^ and wrecked the frail palm-frond huts. The wind was 
temfic, beatmg on the wmdows, carrying sand and spray and 
the whistle’s hooeeee^ and nearly toppling the dhows in 
sail at the hump of the spangled horizon where Ceylon lay. 


*I get asked these 
mystifying ghbness 
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Tew minutes more,’ said the conductor ‘I think you are 
sorry you took this tram ’ 

•No,’ I said ‘But I was under the impression it went to 
Dhanushkodi - that’s what my map says ’ 

•Indo-Ceylon Express formerly went to Dhanushkodi.’ 

‘Why doesn’t it go there now?’ 

“No Indo-Ccylon Express,’ he said ‘And Dhanushkodi blew 
away’ 

He explamed tiiat m 1965 a cyclone - the area is plagued 
with them - derailed a tram, drownmg forty passengers and 
covermg Dhanushkodi with sand He showed me what re- 
mamed, sand dunes at the np of the peninsula and the frag- 
ments of black roofs The town had disappeared so thoroughly 
that not even fishermen hved there any more 
‘Rameswaram is more mterestmg,’ said the conductor “Nice 
temple holy places, and tombs of Cam and Abel ’ 

I thought I had misheard him. I asked him to repeat the 
names I had not misheard 

The story is that when Adam and Eve were driven from the 
Garden of Eden they went to Ceylon (Dhanushkodi is the 
■ beginnmg of the seven islands across the Palk Strait known as 
‘Adam’s Bndgc’) Christ went there, so did Buddha and 
Rama, and so, probably, did Father Divme, Joseph Smith, and 
Mary Baker Eddy Cam and Abel ended up m Rameswaram, 
which imght be the true Land of Nod, east of Eden Their 
tombs are not signpKisted They are m the care of the local 
Muslims, and m this town of Hmdus, the majonty of whom 
arc high-caste Brahmins, I had some diflSculty locatmg a 
Muslim. The dnver of the horse-drawn cab (there are no cars 
^ m Rameswaram) thought there rmght be a Muslim at the ferry 
^ landmg I said that was too far to go the tombs were some- 
where near the railway stanon The driver said the Hindu 
temple was the hohest m India. I said I wanted to see the 
, tombs of Cam and AbeL We found a rummant M uslim m a 
dusty shop on a side street He said he would show me the 
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tombs if I promised not to defile them with my camera. I 
promised. 

The tombs were identical: parallel blocks of crumbling ^ 
stone on which lizards darted and the green nvinc of tropical 
weeds had knotted. I tried to appear reverential, but could not 
suppress ray disappointment at seeing what looked like the 
incomplete foundations of some folly concocted by a treason'll, 
ous clerk in the Pubhc Works Department of the local mosque 
And the tombs were indistinguisbable. 

‘Cain?’ I said, pointing to the right one. I pointed to the 
left. ‘Abel?’ 

The Muslim didn’t know. 

The Ehndu temple, founded by Rama (on his way to Lanka, 
Ceylon, to rescue Sita), was an impressive labynnth, nearly a 
mile of subterranean comdors, garishly lit and painted. The 
traveller J. J. Aubertin, who visited the Rameswaram temple 
(but not the tombs of Cain and Abel, maybe they weren’t 
there m 1890?) mentions the ‘blasphemous’ and ‘ugly’ dances ^ 
of the nautch girls in his book, Wanderings and Wondertngs 
(1892). I looked I saw no nautch girls. Five aged women were ^ 
gravely laundering their shrouds in the sacred pool at the 
centre of the temple In India, I had decided, one could 
determine the sacredness of water by its degree of stagnation 
The holiest was bnght green, like this. 

It was a three-hour trip across the Palk Strait on the old 
Scottish steamer, the T.S S Ramanujam (formerly the Irwin), 
from Rameswaram to Talaimannar at the top of Ceylon Like 
everyone else I had met in India, the ship’s second mate told 
me I was a fool to go to Ceylon. But his reason was better than 
others I’d heard there was a cholera epidemic in Jaffna and itfl 
appeared to be spreading to Colombo. *It’s your funeral,’ he^ 
said cheerfully He held the Ceylonese in complete contempt, 
nor was he very happy with Indians I pointed out that this 
must have been rather inconvenient for him since he was 
Indian himself. 
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“Yes, but Fm a Cathobc,* he said He was from Mangalore 
on the Malabar Coast and his name was Dewellyn We 
smoked my Tnchmopoly agars on the deck, until Talai- 
mannar appeared, a row of hghts dimmed to faint sequins by 
what Llewellyn said was the first ram of the monsoon 
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It was raining so hard on the roof of the ticket office at 
Talaimannar Station that the clerk was shouting, an operatic 
request for excess charges, uncharactenstically loud for a 
Ceylonese. It was not a country where people raised their 
voices. They argued m whispers, catastrophe put them to 
sleep. They were not an exatable people - it had something to 
do with starvation. But these were unusual circumstances It 
was like one of those pioneermg talkies, the documentary m 
which curtains of brown ram slant into a railway platform, 
filling the sound track with a deafenmg crackle. The carnages 
of the Talaimannar Mail, made of thin wooden slats, amplified 
the ram, and the drumming on those bogie roofs, orchestrated 
by the wmd, drowned the whumymg barks of the emaaated 
panah dogs, which had been driven out of the storm. The 
station was rustmg, the signboard had peeled into illegibility, 
the tram was greasy, and the feeble lights above the 
black verandah pillars gave the streammg ram the yellow opa- 
city of molten pl^tic. It was a small tropical station in the 
north of Ceylon, smelhng of soaked jimgle and eruptmg 
drams, and with that decay that passes for charm in equatorial 
outposts 

I asked the ticket derk m Bookings what time the tram was ^ 
leavmg 

‘Maybe midmght ' ’ The ram still gushed on his dingy shed, 
makmg him squint 

•What do you mean maybeT ^ 

‘Maybe later V 
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With the panah dogs snapping at my heels, I humed down 
the platform to the carnage wnth sleeping car lettered 
neatly m fadmg gilt senpt on its side. My two-berth compart- 
ment, a good example of colomal carpentry, was wood- 
panelled m the most compheated way to accommodate a 
system of hmged shelves, built-m cupboards, and a collapsible 
Atold-out chair fittmg to one wall The ram beat against the 
wooden shutters and a fine mist found its way through the 
louvers I went to sleep bur was awakened at one m the morn- 
ing by a Singhalese who dragged m three heavy crates and 
parted them next to my berth 

‘This mine,’ he said, pointmg to the lower berth where I lay 
I snulcd. It was the smile of plaad incomprehension I had 
been taught by any number of Afghan stall-holders m Kabul 
■ ‘English?’ 

I shook my head, still smiling 

The Smghalese hooked the stepladder to the upper berth. 
T But he did not climb it He turned on the fan, sat on one of his 
crates, and began catmg a stmkmg meal out of a piece of 
newspaper — the smell of his rotten omons and mildewed nee 
^ was to stay m the compartment for the remamder of the 
journey At 3 15 the tram pulled out of Talaimannar I know 
this because when it started up I was jolted out of my berth on 
to the crates 

The wooden sleepmg car was very hght, it bounced and 
swayed on the uneven roadbed and all night made a constant 
creaking - that twistmg and strainmg of wood that enhvens 
the nights of passengers on old stonn-dnven ships I had a 
paniclq' mghtmare of the sleepmg car catching fire, bummg 
^ funously as the flames were fed by the draught from its travel- 
ling I was trapped m the compartment, unable to open the 
doors, which the ram had warped m their jambs The doors 
were warped, and wakmg from the mghtmare I smelled the 
"T powerful smoke from the Smghalesc’s cheroot The compart- 
ment hghts were on, the fan was gomg, and this mart — I could 
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see him in tlie mirror - was lying in his berth, pufSog 
stogie and reading the wrapping of his aromatic dinner. 

At dawn, the northwest of Ceylon was a neglected garden, 
the rice fields had dried out and were overgrown with grassj 
the foliage was dense in the yards of tumbledown huts; ther® 
was evidence of former cultivation. Ever 3 nvhere I looKeuj 
saw great idleness, people in all the attitudes of repose. I haC^^ 
come from South India, the land of leaping Tamils. Here, the 
Singhalese had the ponderous stumbling and negligent atteO' 
tion of sleepwalkers looking for a place to drop. The food 
shortage was obviously acute: the proof was in the disorderly 
plots of cassava, the most primitive vegetable on earth, a root 
that grows easily but exhausts the soil in a year. It was a new 
crop to Ceylon; they had begun to grow it in desperation. 

In second dass, the Singhalese were sleeping against their 
childreru The children were wide awak^ pinned to the benches 
by their snoring parents. One man I met in the corridor was 
frankly disgusted. He was Singhalese, a teacher of English ' 
language, and said he didn’t often take the train because *I 
don’t like these travellmg companions.’ 

‘The Singhalese?’ 

‘The cockroaches.’ He said the train was full of them, but I 
saw them only in the carriage marked buffet, among die 
peanuts, stale bread, and tea that was sold as breakfast. 

I asked the teacher if there was any future for the English 
language in Ceylon (I should add that although the official 
name for the island is now Sri Lanka no one I met there called 
it anythmg but Ceylon: it had been changed too recently for 
people to overcome the habit of giving it the former name ) 

‘Funny you should ask,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact we’re M 
being investigated.’ ^ 

I asked him why. 

■Our lessons are sutversive.’ He smoked and smfled coyly; 
he was dearly dying for me to pump him. ^ 

‘Give me an example.* 
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‘Oh, we have drill sentences Five thousand of them The 
government says they’re subversive ’ 

‘Drill sentences for English lessons?’ 

‘Yes We wrote them One was “Mrs Bandaranailce has 
three children ” ’ 

‘How many children does she have?’ 

^ ‘Three.’ 

‘So what’s the difficulty?’ 

‘I’m givmg you an example,’ he said ‘There was another 
one “Mrs B is a woman ’’ ’ 

‘She IS, isn’t she?’ 

“Yes But they objected Maybe you could call it harmful to 
her personality cult.* 

‘I see’ 

‘Also, “Mrs B had an operauon on mnetcen September 
mneteen sixty-one ’’ ’ 

‘They didn’t like that?’ 

‘Oh no 1 An mquiry is m the pipehne As for me, I find the 
whole matter very amusmg ’ 

I said he would probably lose his job He said that was all 
* right as long as he didn’t go to jail As a university teacher he 
earned $25 a week, before taxes 
At Kurunegala, about fifty miles north of Colombo, I 
bought a papaya and the Ceylon Datly Mtrror Starvation, 
which had turned the Indians mto makers of the foolproof 
rubber-lugged sprocket and vendors of the fishmeal cudet and 
vegetable chop, had made the Ceylonese rehgious fanatics 
According to the Mirror there was a renewed mterest m St 
Jude, who IS popularly known as ‘the patron samt of hopeless 
^-cases’ A shnne to him m Colombo was beseiged by pilg rims , 
even Buddhists and Hmdus “It is truly remarkable,* the article 
ran, “how people of all faiths and communities contmue to 
flock to this hallowed shone ’ On the feast day of St Jude, 
^ 28 October, hundreds of thousands of Ceylonese were ex- 
pected to go to the shnne and pray 
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The devotees are multiplying Letters pour in to the Parish 
Priest testifying to the wonderful favours granted by invocation 
to the Saint Many of them have been those who, tangled in a 
seemingly hopeless web of bureaucratic red tape, and who in-- 
voked St Jude who has helped them find a solunon The 
Parish Priest receives regular remittances from abroad from 
those who, prior to leaving the island on some business visit ov 
scholarship, were ned down by regulauons and uns 3 unpathetic 
officialdom and who overcame these after prayer to St Jude 

In the same edmon of the paper, food riots were reported in 
several towns after the nee ration had been cut (for the third 
time, said the teacher - it was now a quarter of what it had 
been five months previous). The current harvest was a failure, 
chilhes were unobtainable, and from the train I could see bread 
lines - hundreds of hsdess people in misshapen queues, wait- 
ing with empty baskets At the stations, children stood champ- 
ing on sticks of raw cassava, and pariah dogs fought over the 
discarded peels, teanng with narrow fishlike jatre that were all 
teeth. The teacher said there were hunger marchers in Col- 
ombo, and a story was circulating that a mihtary coup was 
imminent. The government had vigorously demed the coup 
story. There was no food shortage, really, said the minister of 
agriculture - many people were successfully growing yams and 
cassava in their gardens There was plenty of food in Ceylon, 
be said, but some people didn't want to eat it all these people 
had to do was to change their diet from the loaves of bread 
they cr.ivcd This Amcrican-stylc bread, introduced as an 
emergency measure dunng the war, has become a staple of the 
Ceylonese diet The catch is that not a single grain of wheat is 
gro.vn in Cevlon, which makes bread as inconvenient a staple! 
on iliat level) island as water chestnuts would be in Nevada 
The mimsTcr heaped scorn on Singapore’s Straits Times, 
vluch had pnntcd a story about the Ceylonese army's being 
ro "larcd tt eating grass But the outraged denials only 
s-eemed to confirm that die food situation was desperate. At 
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The 16.35 from Galle 


It struck me as practically insane m a country tliat wat 
starving to deatli that thirty people should choose to attend 2 
three-day seminar on Amencan hterature, at which I would be 
the pnncipal speaker. Amencan literature is fine, but I -feel it 
to be an irrelevance m a disaster area I had not counted on the 
resourcefulness of the American embassy; when the seminal 
got underway I saw my alarm was pomdess The clever mar 
who supervised the seminar had assured me there would be 10( 
per cent attendance, and his method was not very differen 
from that of the family planner m India who gives a nev 
transistor radio to every male who agrees to a vasectomy 
Here, on the hungry island of Ceylon, lie Amencan hteratun 
semmar mcluded three huge meals, high tea, a free room in th( 
New Onent Hotel m Galle, and all die whisky you coulc 
dnnk. Litde wonder it was well attended. After a mammod 
four-course breakfast, the bloated delegates met in an upstain 
room and dozed through my moffensive lecture, wakmg a 
noon to rush downstairs to a spectacular lunch. The aftemooi 
meeting was short, truncated by tea, and the mam event of th< 
day was dinner, a leisurely good-humoured affair, followed b; 
a movie that put everyone to sleep The first day’s meals wer 
frenzied sessions of gourmandizmg, but after that dungs set 
ded down, the delegates padded back and forth from dinin] 
room to semmar room, to meak and their justification Ii 
between they stoked themselves with cookies, occasional!; 
finding it necessary to absent themselves with mdigestion, ani 
they were often so stupefied with food, they began to look hk 
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victims of some dropsical Dlness, the chief symptom of which 
was prolonged slumber interrupted by attacks of funous bclch- 
mg Some of the delegates gave me books they had wntten 
The gravy stains on the covers will contmuc to remind me of 
that weekend, and I shall always remember the unanimous 
hoot that went up at the end of the seminar when the Ameri- 
can organizer said, 'Shall we leave at ten o’clock, or after 
lunch?’ 

One mght I left the eructating delegates at the hotel and 
went m search of a snooker game I found the Gymkhana 
dub, but several members had locked themselves m the 
snooker room where they were secretly listening to a fizzhng 
short-wave radio It was the latest racmg news on the BBC 
Overseas Service, and the men, who were bookies, scnbbled on 
tote-sheets as the plummy voice said, ‘At Doncaster today, m a 
seven-furlong race on a slow track, Bertha’s Pill came in at 
twenty to one, and Gallant Falcon, Safety Match, and Sub 
Rosa-’ Racmg is harmed m Ceylon, so the Ceylonese bet on 
races m Epsom, Doncaster, and Kempton Park. The bookies 
said I could use the table as soon as the broadcast was over 

The Pubhc Services Qub was right across the road The 
snooker table was free, and the members said they had no 
objection to my playmg, but added that it might be difficult 
because the bilhard boy had to catch his bus I was a bit 
puzried by this explanation, but after a while I saw m the 
bilhard boy a due to the unspeakable idleness m Ceylon 

I began to play one of the gasconadmg Smghalese, and after 
a few balls were potted there was some muttermg 

‘Bilhard boy will get later bus ’ 

jv The billiard boy, a shmy derical Buddhist named Fer- 
nando, earned the bridge with the confident authonty of a 
bishop with crook. The game depended on him. He kept score, 
he passed the bndge when it was needed, he spotted the balls, 
he chalked the cues, he rettunded the players of the rules, once 
when I was m doubt about a shot he told me the best one to 
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take, sucking his teeth when I missed None of his tasks was 
especially strenuous, but they had the effect of ruining my 
concentration. The singular virtue of snooker and pool is that 
they are played in complete silence. Fernando’s panting atten- 
tions violated this silence I was glad to hear my opponent saj 
- after about forty minutes - ‘Bilhard boy must go.’ 

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Let him go.’ 

Fernando racked his bridge and sped out of the room, 

‘I beat you by one pomt.’ 

‘No you didn’t,’ 1 said. ‘The game’s not over.’ 

‘Game is over.’ 

I pomted out that there were still four balls on the table. 
‘But no bilhard boy,’ said the Smghalese. ‘So the game ii 
over I win.’ 

Was It any wonder that in this fertile country - so fertile th( 
fence posts and telephone poles had taken root and sprouter 
branches (and what a shame they didn’t bear fruit) - peopk 
were faint with hunger? They had dnven out the Tamils, wh( 
had done all the plantmg; they had forgotten how to scatte 
seeds on the ground — this scattering would have given them ! 
harvest Galle was a beautiful place, garlanded with red hibis 
cus and smelling of the palm-scented ocean, possessmg coc 
Dutch mtenors and rmged by forests of bamboo. The sunset’ 
Immnous curtams patterned the sky m rufous gold for an hou 
and a half every evenmg, and all mght the waves crashed oi 
the ramparts of the fort. But the famished faces of the sleep 
walkers and the depnvation m that idylhc port made it 
beauty almost unbearable. 


* 

The train from Galle winds along the coast north toward 
Colombo, so close to the shorehne that the spray flung by th 
heavy rollers from Africa reaches the broken windows of th 
battered wooden carnages. I was gomg third class, and for th 
early part of the trip sat in a dark overcrowded compartmer 
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With people who, as soon as I became fnendly, ashed me for 
money They were nor beggmg with any urgency, mdeed, they 
didn’t look as if they needed money, but rather seemed to be 
taking the position that whatever th^ succeeded in wheedling 
out of me might come m handy at some future date It hap- 
pened fairly often In the middle of a conversation a man 
, would gently ask me if I had any apphance I could give him. 
*What sort of apphance?’ ‘Razor blades ’ I would say no and 
the conversation would continue 
After nearly an hour of this I crawled out of the compart- 
ment to stand by the door and watch the ram droppmg out of a 
dark layer of high clouds )ust off the coast — the distant ram 
like majestic pillars of granite To the nght the sim was set- 
ting, and m the foreground were childien, purphng m the 
sunset and skipping along the sand That was on the ocean side 
of the tram. On the jungle side it had already begim to pour 
heavfly, and at each station the signalman covered himself 
with his flags, makmg the red one mto a kerchief, the green 
one mto a skirt, flappmg the green when the tram approached 
and qmddy usmg it to keep the ram off when the tram had 
passed. 

A Chmese man and his Smghalese wife had boarded the 
tram m Galle with their fat dark baby They were the Wongs, 
off to Colombo for a httle hohday Mr Wong said he was a 
dentist, he had learned ±c trade from his father, who had 
come to Ceylon from Shanghai m 1937 Mr Wong didn’t like 
the tram and said he usually went to Colombo on his motor- 
cycle except dunng the monsoon. He also had a helmet and 
goggles If I ever went back to Galle he would show them to 
^ me He told me how much they cost. 

‘Can you speak Chmese?* 

‘Humbwa - go, mtngwa — come. That’s alL I speak Smg- 
halese and Enghsh. Chmese very hard ’ He pressed his temples 
‘ With his knuckles 

Simla had been full of Chmese dentists, with signboards 
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showing horrible cross-sections of the human mouth and trays 
of white toothcaps in the wmdow. I asked him why so many 
Chmese I had seen were dentists 
‘Chinese are very good dentists’’ he said. His breath was 
spiced with coconut. ‘I’m good ! ’ 

‘Can you give me a filling?’ 

‘Noj no stoppmgs.’ 

‘Do you clean teeth?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Can you pull them?’ 

‘You want estracuon? I give you name of a good estraction- 
isL’ 

‘What kind of dentist are you, Mr Wong?’ 

‘Tooth mechamcs,’ he said. ‘Chinese are the best ones for 
tooth mechamcs ’ 

Tooth mechamcs is this you have a shop with a shelf of 
English putty, a pink semihquid; you also have drawers filled 
with teeth in vanous sizes A person comes m who has had two 
front teeth knocked out in a food riot or a quarrel over a 
coconut. You fill his mouth with pmk putty and make a mould 
of his gums. A plate is made from this, and when it is 
trimmed, two Japanese fangs are stuck to it. Unfortunately, 
these plastic dentures are valueless for chewmg food with and 
must be removed at mealtime. Mr Wong said business was 
excellent and he was takmg in between 1000 and 1400 rupees 
a month, which is more than a professor gets at Colombo 
Umversity. 

Inside the train the passengers were bangmg the windows 
shut to keep the rain out. The sunset’s fire was tangled in 
leaden clouds, and the pillars of rain supporting the toppling 
thunderheads were very dose; the fishermen were fighting 
their catamarans ashore through high surf. The train had 
begun to smell awful; Air Wong apologized for the stink. 
People were ja mm ed in the compartments and pressed in the 
corridors I was at the door and could see the more rumble 
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ones dinging to the sted ladders, balanced on the couphng 
When the rain increased - and now it was really coming down 
- they fought thar way into the carnages and slammed the 
doors and stood m the darkness while the ram hit the metal 
doois like hail 

My door was still open, and I was against the wall, while 
: blurred gusts of nun beat past me. 

‘At least you can breathe here ’ 

The man who had spoken knotted a handkerchief on his 
head and stood with me. He had a bnefcasc. He whispered 
that he was a jeweller, down from Calcutta to take advantage 
of the market Previously Indians were smuggling gems out of 
Ceylon to sell m India. Now the pnee m Ceylon was five tunes 
what It had been a few months ago, so the Indians were 
smugglmg the gems back mto C^lon to sell at inflated prices 
•It’s a funny situation,’ he said 
‘It’s a pretty desperate country ’ 

‘How many people m Ceylon - you know?’ 

I said I thought it was about twelve milhon 
That’s nght,’ he said, 'twelve milhon or so And they can’t 
^ feed them. You know how many people we have m Calcutta, 
in GaJculta alone? Eight milhon I’ 

‘Can you feed them?’ 

‘Of course not. But vre don’t talk all the rubbish diey talk. 
You hear the rubbish? Grow More Food Campaign, plant 
some yams, revolutionary rubbish, pohtical rubbish, this and 
that.’ 

The bread queues are the worst Fve ever seen.’ 

‘You call those bread queues? In Calcutta we have bread 
if- queues twice as long as that. Bread queues, nee queues, even 
milk queues You name it, we've got a queue for it This is 
noihmg ’ 

The ram let up, and in the villages of grass huts with 
‘ steeply pitched roofs the hme kilns were sendmg clouds of 
smoke Into the palm groves It was another example of 
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Ceylonese improvidence. They dynamite coral from reefs and 
bum It to make lime. But the broken reef lets in the sea to 
erode the shore. The government had begun a programme to 
cement the reefs, but the parado'^ is that cement is made with 
hme, and, as no cement can be imported, the reefs that are 
dynamited for the hme to mend others must themselves be 
replaced. They call it the cement-industry, it is an industry 
that IS entirely self-consuming nothing is achieved 
Normally m such a tram - m India, for example — the 
people would be eatmg or reading to pass the time. But there 
was httle food and the shortage of ncwsprmt had drastically 
reduced the newspapers So the passengers on the 16.25 from 
Galle to Colombo were sittmg; m the early part of the trip 
they were sitting m the light from the glorious sunset, and 
now they were sittmg in the storm’s darkness. The tram rat- 
tled; the waves crashed on the shore. Nearer Colombo, the 
monks m the last carnage (for clergy, said the sign over 
the door) serenely watched the sun go down, second class held 
a school outing, gaping m starched uniforms, m third, where I 
was, nearly everyone sat silently in the dark shuttered com- 
partments By six it was much hghter outside - the storm had 
let up and the sun cut through the haze - but no one bothered 
to open the shutters At Mount Lavinia, when someone did 
unlatch a shutter and flmg it down, the sun had disappeared 
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The Howrah Mail 


I SAW ium at Madras Central, near the Howrah Mail, and, 
from the hesitant way he was standing, he looked as if he were 
working up the courage to board His long hair hung like rags 
m the heat, his clothes were much washed and faded to pastel 
colours His smtcase, a canvas affair, rqieated his worn ap- 
pearance and was burstmg at the seams He was a man, per- 
haps English, m his early thirties, for whom, I guessed, travel 
had become an exhaustmg routme travel can be an addiction 
and can change the physique like drugs, to stringy leanness A 
beggar was bent beside him, coughmg The young man, paying 
no attention to the outstretched hand, contmued to stare at die 
tram I avoided him The tnp to Calcutta was too long to 
begm makmg fnends so soon I noQced that when he picked 
up his bag to board he passed a com to the beggar He did ii 
without looking at the coughmg man, with embarrassed obedi- 
ence, hlte handmg over a small admission charge 

My taxi dnver had been helpful He had carried my bag, 
found me beddmg, located my berth, and arranged for me to 
have a spoon mcluded with my meals He was about to go I 
gave him five rupees - too much He deaded to stay, lite an 
anxious bearer with nothmg to bear 

“You have money?’ 

I told him I did 

‘Be careful,’ he said Tndians no good They take from your 
pockets ’ 

He showed me how to lock the compartment He glanced 
around, scowlmg at the Indians who passed down the corridor 
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He told me repeatedly to be careful, and he continued warning 
me m this vein for so long that I began to believe that my tnp 
up the neck of Andhra Pradesh and through Orissa to Bengal 
was fraught with danger. Perhaps those bandy-legged Mad- 
rasis, spitting betel jmce through the windows, were waitmg 
for this man to leave so that they could pounce. And when the 
driver did leave I felt pecuharly exposed, vulnerable to attack. 
Most of the tim e I remamed happily alone m my comer seat, 
and only at moments like this, when a casually met person 
helped me and passed on, did I feel the absence of his atten- 
tion 'The assisting stranger in India served only to erode my 
competence his presence made me a sahib, his presence 
turned me mto a child. 

But I was glad to be moving. It was the feeling Fd had on 
the Direct-Orient Express, on the Frontier Mail, on the Grand 
Trunk Express, the size, the great length of the tram, was a 
comfort TTie bigger the tram, the longer the journey, the hap- 
pier I was — none of the temporary suspense produced by the 
annoying awareness of the local tram’s spots of time. On the 
long tnps I seldom watched the staaons pass - the progress of 
the tram didn’t mterest me very much I had learned to 
become a resident of the express, and 1 preferred to travel for 
two or three days, reading, eating m the dining car, sleeping 
after lunch, and bnngmg my journal up to date m the early 
evemng before havmg my first dnnk and deciding where we 
were on my map. Tram travd animated my imagmation and 
usually gave me the sohtude to order and wnte my thoughts : 
I travelled easily in two directions, along the level rails while 
Asia flashed changes at the window, and at the interior rim of 
a pnvate world of memory and language. I cannot imagine a 
luckier combination. 

On my way to the dining car I saw the young man hunched 
at the window in the passage outside his compartment, breath- 
mg the hot dark air ‘You won’t find much up there,’ he said as 

Squeezed past. I nodded, and we exchanged the glance of 
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tolerant recognioon common to solitary travellers meeting on 
long-distance trains I had dinner - the vegetanan spcaal Fd 
accustomed myself to - and gomg back I saw the fellow agam 
m the same place This nme, he appeared to be waiting for 
me. He made no immediate effort to move He said, “How was 

It?’ 

‘The usual I don’t mind - Fm a vegetanan ’ 

“It’s not that. It’s the way they eat. It runs down tfieir arms 
Puts me off my food Did you ever see them prepanng it? 
They kick it around, step on it, cough on it. Still, maybe you’ll 
be lucky ’ 

We talked about the food, he had brought his own Then he 
said, ‘I saw you m Madras, with that bearer What a hole. 
Calcutta’s worse Ever been there?’ 

I said I hadn’t 

‘Maybe you like that sort of thing I think it’s a ghastly 
place ’ He took a last puff of his agarette and flipped it out the 
wmdow, the sparks scattering m the dark. ‘Everywhere you 
look Homble ’ 

An Indian girl was coming towards us I could have used 
her approach as an opportunity to pass on, but I waited and we 
both stepped aside to let her go by She lowered her eyes and 
ghded along She had dehcatc shoulders, dry dusted cheeks, 
and gleaming hair, and she smelled of some small sweetness 
like that of a single crushed flower 

‘Pretty girl ’ 

‘They turn me off,’ he said “You don’t beheve me.’ 

‘If you say so ’ 

•I had an Indian girlfnend - prettier than her That’s Miy 
j Pm gomg to Calcutta.’ 

‘Is she there?’ 

‘She’s m Bangalore Ever been there? It’s not too bad, but 
Fm glad to be away from it — I mean, from her Am I keeping 
you?’ 

“It’s stfll early ’ So be was flecmg the girL I wondered Miy, 
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but I wanted a simple answer. He invited me into his com- 
partment to tell mfe. Most men, alone, stay up late, lamenting 
the absence of women He gave me a shot of Indian gin. It 
stung my hps but tasted like nothmg at ah. 

He said ‘She was the daughter of a man I had to see, I 
don’t know about you, but the first time I came to India I 
more or less ignored Indian girls Yes, I found them pretty, ^ 
but the f unn y thin g about a woman’s beauty is that if you’re 
absolutely sure you can’t go to bed with her you begm to notice 
some thin g calculated in her prettmess. I mean, her beauty is 
completely ineffectual So she looks plainer, and gets uninter- 
esting until she’s mvisible. If she has a good figure you see her 
as sinister rather than just plam, waiting for you to make a 
move that’U land you in jah. You can reaUy develop a hate for 
these Indian women with their good looks and their useless 
virtue That’s why I prefer Muslim countnes They cover up 
their women and they don’t make any bones about it. No one 
would be silly enough to tamper with a woman wearmg one of 
those veils. It’s imthmkable. I mean, they don’t even look like 
women — they look like furniture covered up to keep the dust 
off. Veils are supposed to be sexy. Veils aren’t sexy - what’s 
sexy about somethmg four feet high with a sheet over it? 

‘That’s how I felt about Indian girls They were so unap- 
proachable they might as well have had sheets over their 
heads. The prettier they were the farther away I stayed. I 
wasn’t interested because I knew they weren’t. You see what I 
mean? I stopped noticmg them. I barely noticed the daughter 
of this man I had to see She was paddmg back and forth, 
brmgmg food, tea, the family album, domg the Indian thing. 
Their name was Bapna, and when the old man left the room 
the girl spoke up for the first tune, asked me where I was 
staying. I told her. 

‘It was about three-thirty in the afternoon. The old man 
came back He seemed a bit nervous, but finally got to the 
point He said if I was going back to the hotel would I be kind 
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enough to give Pnmila and her fnend a lift? They were going 
to a fihn, but it was a long bus ndc and thq^ might not get 
there in tune. 

*1 said rd be glad to The houseboy went and found a taxi. 
While we were dnving into the aty, Pnmila and her fnend 
were talking to the dnver, giving him directions and sort of 
argmng with him about the best route. I said, “Are you school 
chums?” This made them giggle and pull their sans over their 
mouths They were each twenty-two and embarrassed to be 
mistaken for schoolgirls 

‘Then the taxi stopped The friend got out and Pnmila and 
I drove away "Where’s this film of yours?” I said She said it 
was near my hotcL I asked her what time it started “It runs 
all day ” 

*1 was just makmg conversation, and I found that after a 
few minutes I was talking about a pamtmg Pd bought from a 
dealer the previous day, a faidy good one, lakshmi and 
Vishnu mtertwmed on a lotus blossom. Pnmila was so quiet, I 
became quite talkative. It happens - a person’s reticence 
makes me talk an awful lot, kmd of compensatmg 

‘At the hotel I said, "I hope you don’t have far to walk.” 
She said the cmema was nght around the comer I asked her If 
she had ever been m the hotel before and when she said not I 
fdt sorry for her, as if dic’d been excluded from the place 
because she didn’t have the money I said, “Want to look it 
over?” She said yes We went in. I showed her the restaurants 
and bars, the news-stand, the cuno shop where Fd bought my 
pamting She was qmte interested, waUong beside me, taking 
It all m like a person m a museum. 

‘What I think I should have told you first is that about six 
months ago I was in Madras I bad some time to kill, so one 
afternoon I visited a palmist, Swami Sundram. He was a 
leathery old man and his house m Mylaporc didn’t have the 
usual charts and rehgious pictures and not even many cush- 
ions. He sat at a roll-top desk with a pencil and a piece of 
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paper, in a land of library stacked with mouldy books. He 
looked at my palm, hne by line, then did a diagram on the 
paper and made notes, circling and undcrhning them as he 
went along He didn’t say a word for ten minutes or so, though 
he often paused as he was writing to press his forehead, like a 
person trying to remember something. 

TmaUy he said, “You have been veiy sick, pains in the ^ 
stomach, muscle pains, and trouble passing motion.” I almost 
laughed - 1 mean, you don’t have to be a palmist to tell some- 
one m India he’s had stomach trouble He told me one or two 
other things, but I said, “Look, I know what’s happened 
to me - what I want to know is what’s going to happen ” 

‘He said, “I see an Indian girl. Classical face, maybe a 
dancer You are alone with her.” 

‘ “Is that all?” I said. 

' ‘ “Not all,” he said. “I see her dancing for you,” 

‘Well, naturally, I thought of what Swann Sundram had 
said when I was with Pnmila at the hotel I asked her if she 
was a dancer, and she said no Then out on the verandah she 
said, “I used to do classical dancmg when I was younger, if 
that’s what you mean But all Indian girls do that ” I sug- 
gested tea. She said yes. I said we could have a dnnk instead. 
She said, “As you say ” I ordered a gm and tome She said she 
wanted rum I couldn’t beheve it. “Real rum?” I said She 
giggled, like m the taxi, but didn’t change her mmd. When our 
dmiks came we touched glasses and she went silent agam 
*1 was barely conscious of talkmg about my painting, but 
there wasn’t very much to talk about, and I found I was havmg 
trouble descnbmg the thin g Several times, I said, “You 
should see il” She said, “I’d like to,” and that annoyed me 
because it meant I’d have to go upstairs, dig it out, and brmg 
It down It was in a sealed wrapper because of the dust I was 
sorry I’d mentioned it - I’d only done it to keep the conversa- 
tion going I could have been having a mce drmk alone - 
relaxing. I need to be alone after seemg people, son of put 
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myself back together Lunch with old Bapna had tired me out. 
I didn’t say anythmg more. 

‘ “Do you have n with you?” she said I told her it was 
upstairs and 1 felt as if I was gcttmg mto a comer because I 
couldn’t refuse to show her “Would you hke to see it?” “Very 
much,” she said I said all ngh^ but that it would be a lot 
easier if she came upstairs She said fine “When you finish 
your dnnk,” I said But she had finished her dnnk. 1 gulped 
min e, down and we went upstairs In the room she said, “I hate 
air conditioners ” I gave the thing a kick and it shut off 

“We looked at the painting, sittmg on the bed - it was the 
only place to sit - and as she pointed out what was good about 
It, how the figures were so well done, she reached over and 
picked It up from my lap Has a girl ever lifted somethmg 
from your lap? It gave me a thnll - 1 felt a surprising voltage 
in my grom from the hght pressure of her hand 

'She showed me a detail of the picture, and when I looked 
closer I took her hand, and from the way she let me hold her 
hand I knew I could kiss her They don’t show kissing in 
Indian films I know why Because m India there is no such 
mtunacy as a kiss- diat is not followed by a screw A tmy 
particle of affection m India stands for passion, but what 
amazed me was that the whole thing was her idea, not mine I 
had gone to tie room with her against my will 1 

1 kissed her, and I was so surprised by her eagerness I 
practically famted with excitement. I was really happy, and 
that sort of glee goes agamst the sex urge, but glee is more 
temporary ±an sex, and m a mmute or so I was on her She 
stayed for about two hours 

^ ‘The effect of this on me was incredible, like a conversion. 
Every woman I saw after that was attractive, and I saw each 
one as a possible lay They really mmed me on - I couldn’t 
take my eyes off them. I saw them as coy, clever, gemuses of 
sexuahty who had managed to disguise it all with that busy 
cffiaency Indian women have I was so assured by what I 
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knew, I didn’t bother to make a pass at any of them. But most 
of all I began to see some sense in what Swarm Sundram had 
said: “She will dance for you.” Obviously Primila was the 
girl he meant. I saw her a few more times and I really fell for 
her - 1 think even old Bapna suspected something was going 
on because he asked me a lot of questions about my familyj 
and what sort of work did I do, and what were my plans? 
Primila talked a lot about leaving India and one day she 
turned up in a blouse and slacks. She looked insolent in 
Western clothes^ but, as I sayj I was beginning to love her and 
I imagined having one of those fantastic Indian weddings. 
Primila said she had always wanted to go to England — she had 
read so much about it, that sort of thing. I could see what was 
happening. 

‘Swami Sundram predicted it, I suppose, so the next chance 
I got I went to Madras, and to be absolutely sure he wouldn’t 
recognixe me I shaved ofE my beard and wore different clothes. 
This rime I had to wait outside his house imril he finished with 
another customer, and when I got inside he went through the 
same business of the diagrams and the notes. I didn’t let on 
that Pd been there before. Then he said, “Head pains. I see 
many head pains, something like headache.” I told him to go 
on. “You are expecting an important letter,” he said. He 
pressed his temples. “You will receive this letter soon.” I 
asked him if that was alL “No,” he said, “you have a large 
mole on your penis.” “No, I don’t,” I said. But he stuck to his 
story. He said, “You most certainly do.” It amazed me that he 
should keep telling me that I had a mole on my penis while I 
was denying it and could even prove how wrong he was. He 
seemed rather irritated that I should contradict him. I paid 
him and left. 

‘That was yesterday. I didn’t go back to Bangalore. I bought 
a ticket to Calcutta. Fm leaving - flymg to Bangkok. If i 
hadn’t seen that Swami I might be married now, or at least 
betrothed - it’s the same thing. She was a nice girl, but I must 
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have bad karma, and I don’t have a mole on my ‘penis I 
looked 

Tass the bottle,’ he said He took a swig and said, “Never go 
back to a palmist.’ 


* 

Through Berhampur and Khurda to Cuttack where children 
splashed, divmg around buffaloes submerged to their nostrils 
m the wide Mahanadi River This was the northeast comer of 
Onssa, smallpox capital of the worid - Balasore, the very 
name suggestmg some itdung illness The station signboards 
were captions to images I saw from the tram Tuleswar, a 
woman carrymg a red clay water jar on her head, brmging 
contagion to a far-off village, Duntan, a defecatmg Bengah 
posed like Rodin’s Thin^, Kharagpur, a man twistmg the tail 
of his buffalo to make him go faster, Panskura, a crowd of 
children m school uniforms running along the tracks to their 
shantytown for lunch, and then die impacted precmcts of 
Budge-Budge, where what I first took to be the poignant sight 
of an old man leadmg a small boy through the detntus of a 
tram yard was a bhnd man with a devilish face squeezing the 
arm of the fnghtened child who was his gmde 
The travellers on the Howrah Mail had a look of fatigued 
solemmty They paid no attention to the hawkers and vendors 
who became more frequent as we neared Calcutta, gettmg on 
at suburban stations to make a cunut of the open carnages A 
man gets on with a teapot, balancmg a row of nestmg clay cups 
on his arm He squawks, urgmg tea on the passengers, wavmg 
the teapot m each person’s face, and gets off no sale. He is 
followed by a man with a jar of candy and a spoon The candy 
man bangs his jar with the spoon and begins a monotonous 
spiel Everyone is shown the jar, and the man continues to 
pound his spoon all the way to the door, where anodicr enters 
with a tray of fountam pens The pen man babbles and, as he 
does so, he demonstrates how the cap is unscrewed, how the 



196 The Great Railway Bazaar 

mb is poised, how the clip works; he twirls the pen and holds 
it for everyone to see; he does everything but write with it, and 
when he has finished he leaves, having sold nothing. More get 
on with things to sell • buns, roasted chickpeas, plastic combs, 
lengths of ribbon, soiled pamphlets; nothing is sold. 

At some stations Indians dived through the windows for 
seats, but when the seats were filled they squashed themselves 
at the door, maintaining only an emotional contact with the 
railway car. They were suspended from the ceding on straps, 
stacked against the wall like cordwood, heaped on the benches 
holdmg their knees together, and outside the Howrah Mail they 
clung to the fittmgs with such agihty, they seemed magnetized. 

Near Howrah Station throngs of Bihans were throwing 
themselves into the greasy Hooghly River from sanctified 
ghats. Their festival, Chhat, was enlivening Calcutta, and it 
offered a chance for the Biharis to make a show of strength 
agamst the Bengalis, whose own Kah festival had sealed many 
streets with the chamber of horrors that is a Kah shrine : the 
goggle-eyed goddess twice life-size, with her necklace of 
human heads, sticking out a tongue as bnght as a raspberry 
popsicle and trampling the mortally wounded corpse of her 
husband Behind Kah, plaster tableaux showed four doomed 
men, the first impaled on a bloody spear, the second havmg his 
neck wrung by a skeleton, the third flattened by a hag who is 
simultaneously severing the fourth’s head. It was all a chal- 
lenge to the Biharis, whose own processions involved tall 
mobile shrines draped m yellow cloth, carts loaded with 
women seated among heaps of banana offerings, looking 
deeply pious, and httle troupes of transvestites dancing to 
bugle calls and drums. 

*There go the Biharis, off to throw their bananas in the 
Hooghly,’ said Mr Chatterjee, from the chair car. A Bengali, 
Mr Chatterjee wasn’t sure of the purpose of the Chhat festival, 
but thought It might have somethmg to do with the harvest. I 
said I didn’t think the Calcutta harvest would be very large 
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He agreed, but said the Bihans enioycd their annua] chance to 
snarl Bengah traffic At the head of every procession a black 
graining boy, dressed as a girl, made the jerky movements of a 
dancer wth his wnsts and leaped in the air, his genitals whip- 
ping about in his enmson san From time to time, the young 
girls (who might have been boys) behind him dropped to the 
ground and prostrated themselves m the garbage-strewn 
streets. 

The holy mob, the stink of sanenty, the legitimate noise 
everything in Indian hfe seemed to sanction excess, and even 
pohnes had the puja flavour While these religious festivals 
were gomg their bellowing way, the Soaahst Unity Centre 
was orgamzmg a bundh — a total work stoppage - and their 
prehmmary ralhes on the matdan with their flags and posters, 
processions and speeches, were practically indistinguishable 
from the displays of mass piety on Chowraighee’s sidewalks 
and at the sloshing ghats This aspect of Calcutta is the first 
that meets the traveller’s eye, but the one that stays longest in 
the mmd, it is an atmosphere of organized disturbance, every- 
one occupied m carrying out some programme or other, so 
much so that those stricken thousands one sees uniformly - 
uniformly, because space is scarce - lymg or sitting on the 
sidewalk have the look of nonviolent protesters having a long 
afternoon of dedicated satyagraha (‘dinging to truth’) I im- 
agined another group m an ambiguous posture when I read, m 
a Calcutta newspaper, ‘The leftist leaders also deaded to 
resort to mass squatting ’ 

From the outside, Howrah Station looks like a secretanat, 
with Its not quite square towers and many docks — each 
showmg a different ame - and its impenetrable bnckwork. 
The Bntish buildings m India look as if they have been de- 
signed to withstand a siege — there are hornworks and cannon 
emplacements and watchtowers on the unhkdicst structures. 
So Howrah StaUon looked like a fortified version of a mam- 
moth orcumlocuuon office, an impression that buying a ncket 
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there only confirms. But inside it is high and smoky from the 
fires of the people who occupy it; the ceiling is black, the floor 
IS wet and filthy, and it is dark - the long shafts of sun stream- 
mg from the topmost windows lose their hght in dust on the 
way down 

‘It’s much better than it was,’ said Mr Chatterjee, seeing me 
cr anin g my neck "‘You should have seen it before they cleaned 
it up.’ 

His remark was unanswerable. Yet at every pillar squatters 
huddled amid the rubbish they had created broken glass, bits 
of wood and paper, straw, and tin cans. Some infants slept 
against their parents; others were curled up like changelings in 
dusty comers Families sought refuge beside pillars, under 
counters and luggage carts . the hugeness of the station intimi- 
dated them with space and drove them to the walls Their 
children prowled in the open spaces, combmmg their scaveng- 
ing with play. They are the tmy children of tiny parents, and 
it’s amazmg how, m India, it is possible to see two kmds of 
people in the process of evolution, side by side, one fairly tall, 
qmck, and responsive, the other, whose evolution is reduction, 
small, stricken, and cringmg. They are two races whose com- 
mon ground is the railway station, and though they come quite 
close (an urchin hes on his back near the ticket wmdow watch- 
ing the legs of the people in Ime) they do not meet. 

I walked outside, into the midday chaos at the western end 
of the Howrah Bndge In Simla, rickshaws were retained for 
their quamtness people posed in them In Calcutta, rick- 
shaws, pulled by skinny running men m tattered clothes, are a 
necessary form of transport, cheap, and easy to steer in narrow 
back lanes. They are a crude symbol of Indian society, but m 
India all symbols are crude • the homeless people sleeping in 
the doorway of the mansion, the commuter running to his train 
acadentally tramphng a station sleeper, the thm rickshaw- 
wallah hauhng his plump passengers Pomes harnessed to 
stagecoaches laboured over cobblestones; men pushed bicycles 
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loaded with hay bales and firewood I had never seen so many 
different forms of transport wagons, scxioters, old cars, carts 
and sledges, and odd, old-fashioned horse-drawn vehicles that 
might have been barouches In one cart, their white flippers 
limp, dead sea turtles were stacked, on another cart was a dead 
buffalo, and m a third an entire family with their belongings - 
chfldren, parrot cage, pots and pans All these vehicles, and 
people surgmg among them. Then there was pamc, and the 
people scattered as a tottermg tram car marked tollygunge 
swayed down the badge Mr Chatterjee said, ‘Too much of 
people!’ 

Mr Chatterjee walked across the badge with me He was a 
Bengah, and Bengalis were the most alert people I had met in 
India, But they were also iratable, talkative, dogmatic, arro- 
gant, and humourless, holdmg forth with maliaous skill on 
virtually every subjert except the future of Calcutta. Any 
mention of that brought them up short But Mr Chatterjee had 
views He had been readmg an article about Calcutta’s pros- 
pects Calcutta had been very unlucky Chicago had had a 
gtcat fire, San Francisco an earthquake, and London a plague 
as well as a fire But no thin g had happened to Calcutta to give 
planners a chance to redesign it You had to admit, he said, it 
had vitahty The problem of pavement dwellers (he put the 
figure at a quarter of a milhon) had been ‘somewhat over- 
dramaozed’, and when you considered that these pavemeiit 
dwellers were almost exclusively engaged m ragpicking you 
could see how Calcutta’s garbage was ‘most mtensively re- 
cycled’ It seemed an unusual choice of words, and it strayed 
dose to daptrap vitahty m a place where people lay dead m 
the gutter (‘But everyone dies eventually,’ said Mr C,), the 
overdramadzed quarter of a milhon, the recychng ragpickers 
We passed a man who leaned at us and put his hand out. He 
Was a monster Half his face was missmg, it looked as if it had 
been dumslly guillotined — he had no nose, no hps, no chin, 
and clamped m his teeth, which were perpetually exposed, was 
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the bruised plug of his tongue. Air Chatterjec saw toy shock. 
‘Ohj him ! He is always here !’ 

Before he left me at the Barabazar, Mr Chatterjee said, *1 
love this city.’ We exchanged addresses and we parted, I to a 
hotel, Mr Qbatterjee to Strand Road, where the Hooghly was 
silting up so badly, soon all that would float on it would be the 
ashes of cremated Bengahs. 

I stayed in Calcutta for four days, giving lectures, seeing the 
sights, and losing my lecture fees at the Royal Calcutta Turf 
Club on the Saturday I decided to leave On the first day the 
city seemed hke a corpse on which the Indians were feeding 
like flies; then I saw its features more clearly, the obelisks and 
pyramids in Park Street Cerrietery, the decayed mansions with 
friezes and columns, and the fountains in the courtyards of 
these places: nymphs and sprites blowing on dry conches, 
who, like the people living under them in gunny sacks, are 
missmg legs and arms; the gong of trams at night; and the 
flaring lamps lighting the wild cows pushing theu snouts into 
rubbish piles, V3dng with the scrabblmg Indians for something 
edible. The high mock-Moghxil tenements 

hustled it, and crushed it, and stuck brick-and-mortar elbows 
into it, and kept the air from it, and stood perpetually between 
it and the light . . . 

You groped your way for an hour through lanes and bye-ways, 
and coxirt-yards and passages; and you never once emerged 
upon anything that might be reasonably called a street. A kind 
of resigned distraction came over the stranger as he trod those 
devious mazes, and, giving himself up for lost^ went in and out 
and round about and quiedy turned back again when he came to 
a dead wall or was stopped by an iron railing, and felt that thfe 
means of escape might possibly present themselves in their own 
good time, but to anticipate them was hopeless . . . 

Among the narrow thoroughfares at hand, there lingered, here 
and there, an ancient doorway of carved oak, from which, of old, 
the soimds of revelry and feasting often came; but now these 
mansions, only used for storehouses, were dark and dull, and, 
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beujg filled with wool, and cotton, and the like — such heavy 
merchandise as stifles sound and stops the throat of echo - had 
an air of palpable deadness In the throats and maws of dark 
no-thoroughfares wholesale dealers in grocery-ware had 
perfect httle towns of their own, and, deep among the founda- 
tions of these buildmgs, the ground was undenruned and bur- 
rowed out mto stables, where cart-horses, troubled by rats, might 
be heard on a quiet Sunday rattling their halters, as disturbed 
spirits m tales of haunted houses arc said to clank their chains 
Then there were steeples, towers, belfries, shining vanes, and 
masts of ships a very forest. Gables, housetops, garret-windows, 
wilderness upon wilderness Smoke and noise enough for all 
the world at once. 

There is more, and it is all good, but I t h i nk I have quoted 
.enough to show that ±c best descnption of Calcutta is 
iTodger^s comer of London in Chapter IX of Martm Chuzzle- 
|ioit But ha ving deaded that Calcutta was Dickensian (perhaps 
more Dickensian than London ever was), and knowing that I 
could not share adier the exatement of the Bengalis, who 
agreed with the enormous billboard put up by the State Bank 
of India (CALCUTTA IS forever), or, what is more cun- 
ous, the chummy regard of the Americans I met there for 
this vast and yet mcompletc aty that I felt would someday 
undo them, I deaded to leave it and so leave India 
I was on my way when I saw the hojipmg man m the crowd 
on Chowringhee He was very strange m a city of mutilated 
people only the truly monstrous looked odd This man had one 
leg — the other was amputated at the thigh — but he did not 
cany a crutch He had a greasy bundle m one hand He 
hopped past me with his mouth open, pumpmg his shoulders I 
went after him, and he turned mto Middleton Street, hoppmg 
very fast on one muscular leg, like a man on a pogo stick, his 
head nsmg above the crowd, then descending mto it. I 
couldn’t run because of the other people, black dartmg clerks, 
EWamis with umbrellas, armless beggars working their stumps 
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at me, women proffering drugged babies, strolling families, 
men seeming to block the sidewalk with their wide flapping 
trousers and swinging arms. The hopping man was in the 
distance. I gained on him - I saw his head clearly - then lost 
him. On one leg he had outrun me, so I never found out how 
he did It. But afterwards, whenever I thought of India, I saw 
him - hop, hop, hop - moving nimbly through those milhons. 
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The Mandalay Express 


At sundown in Rangoon, the crows that have been blackening 
the sky all day soar to their roosts as the shrill bats waken and 
flap in hectic arclcs around the pagoda-style towers of the 
railway station I amved at this hour the bats were tumbhng 
past the crows, and the pale yellow sky was inked like Burmese 
silk with the brush marks of the black bodies I had arrived by 
sir in Rangoon on a Saturday mght - there is no tram from 
India - and the Burmese appeute for movies I had noticed on 
a previous visit was undiminished Sule Pagoda Road, with its 
five theatres, was mobbed with people, dressed idenucally m 
shirt, sarong, and rubber sandals, men and women ahke 
puffing thick green cheroots, and looking (as they waved away 
the smoke with slender dismissing fingers) like a royal breed, 
®trikmgly handsome m this coUapsmg aty, a race of dis- 
possessed princes 

I had only one objective in Burma to take the northbound 
trams from Rangoon via Mandalay and Maymyo to the Gok- 
tcik Gorge m the Shan States, beyond which Chma sprawls 
Across this gorge is a magnificent steel trestle bridge, the 
Gokteik Viaduct, built m 1899 by the Pennsylvania Steel 
Company for the British Raj I had read about the bridge, but 
Dot m any recent book Early in this centuiy enthusiasm for 
railway travel produced a spate of opumisnc books about rail- 
way travel the French were building the Transmdochtnots 
hue to Hanoi, the Russians had brought the Trans-Sibenan 
shnost to Vladivostok, the Bnush had laid track to the very 
end of the Khyber Pass, and it was assumed that Burmese 
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railways would extend in one direction to the Assam— Bengal 
line and m the other to the railways of China. The books had 
apocalyptic titles like The Railway Conquest of the World (by 
Frederick Talbot, 1911) and described, country by country, 
how the globe was to be stitched by railway track. The 
judgements were occasionally disagreeable. Ernest Protheroe 
in Railways of the World (1914) wrote ‘John Chinaman - 
cunmng, tenaaous, and virile - for centuries kept the “foreign 
devil” at arm’s length . . . But, however much the Chinese 
hated the white man, they commenced to recognize the value 
of railways...’ The Gokteik Viaduct, much celebrated in 
these books, was an important link in a line that was projected 
beyond the northern border town of Lashio into China. But the 
Ime had stopped at Lashio (nor were Burmese railways ever to 
meet Indian ones), and I had heard many rumours about this 
Amencan-bmlt bndge one was that it had been blown up 
durmg the Second World War, another that the line had been 
captured by Burmese rebel forces under the command of U 
Nu, and another that it was ofE-hmits to foreigners. 

To avoid starthng the Burmese at the ticket wmdow of 
Rangoon Station I asked about the train to Mandalay. There 
were two men at the window The first said there was no 
prmted timetable I could buy. The second said, ‘Yes, we have 
no timetable ’ It seemed to be the practice in Burma to have 
two men at each job, the second to confirm whatever the first 
said Instead of a timetable, and hke Ceylon, there was a 
blackboard at each station with the arrivals and departures 
chalked on it. But both men were certam about the Mandalay 
tram. 

‘Departure, seven o’clock Mormng time.’ 

There was one class, they said. I was to find this to be the 
equivalent of Indian t hir d class — wooden seats, broken wm- 
dows, no berths, no bedrolls, no dinin g car, none of the com- 
plex comfort of Indian Railways, involving retirmg rooms. 
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inner coupons, bedding chits, invoice for upper-class luggage, 
icket vouchers, and -morning tea. 

Td like a ticket to Mandalay ’ 

‘Sorry, the window is closed ’ 

But the wmdow was open I mentioned this 
‘Yes, It is open so to say, but it is closed for selhng * 

‘You come at six o’clock, monung time,’ said the second 
nan. 

‘Are you sure FU get a ticket?’ 

‘Maybe Even much better come at five-thirty ’ 

‘How long does it take to get to Mandalay?’ 

Twelve hours But it breaks down You might arrive Alan- 
dalay at eight ’ 

‘Or nine?’ 

They both laughed 
‘Or nine, but not later!’ 

I walked over the bndge to the aty, and I was m a large 
crowd of Burmese when a hand reached out and grabbed my 
t''nst m such a powerful clamp of fingers I couldn’t shake it 
off It was a Buddhist monk, holdmg on and yappmg at me 
Small, monkey-faced, with a shaven head, he was half my size 
and seemed angry as he repeated the phrase ‘Blum chyap 
blum chyap ’ I overcame my surprise and stopjicd struggling, 
assummg he was asking for money, and finally I fathomed that 
he was bcggmg, saymg, ‘One kyat’ (about twenty cents) This 
gnppmg seemed an extortionate way to beg, so I gate him half 
8 kyat and when he released me to take the money I ducked 
into the crowd There were other monks m the mob, looking 
sweet and bemgn ns they cadged money from strangers 
3 Further on, a Burmese with a telescope urged me to have a 
look. 1 paid my fee of 25 pyas (five cents), but the star I saw 
through his instrument looked shghtly smaller and less impres- 
sive than it did with the naked eye I walked aimlessly, speed- 
ing up when a man sidled over to me and offered a Cbmese 
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girl (‘Come !’), slowing down at temples where children 
awake at eleven at night - wove ropes of flowers and laugh 
before Buddhas. Older people knelt m veneration, or set up 
displays of fruit, balancing a melon m a hand of bananas on a 
temple shelf and sticking a red paper flag into tlic melon. 
Elderly women leaned against flower stalls, the smoking 
cheroots in their hands giving them a look of haughtiness and ^ 
self-possession. 

That night I dreamed I missed the Mandalay train. I woke 
up breathless at five-thirty and had breakfast, then ran to the 
stauon Once before, on a morning hkc this, I had set off for 
Rangoon Station and a woman had jumped out of a bush, 
where she had been sleeping, and tried to tempt me by uo- 
domg her sarong and showing me her yellow thighs. It was 
before dawn; I hadn’t seen her face, but her squawking echoed 
on the road She had chased me all the way to the station, her 
feet slapping on the pavement. That was in 1970, and what I 
remembered of the station were the rats, hopping on the tracks 
to sniff and chew at wastepaper; the hawkers, selhng fruit and 
paperbacks, putung the rats to flight and treading in the pools 
of excrement, the heat and flies at dawn; and Burmese boys 
jeenng at their departing friends 

But Rangoon Station had changed. There were no rats or 
hawkers and the tracks were dean There were two barbed- 
wire fences on the platform and barbed wire ran along each of 
the four tracks The only food bemg sold was in lunch boxes, 
cardboard cartons filled with cold damp nee and pieces of 
sinewy chicken The stauon was orderly, like the high-secunty 
pnson It strongly resembled, and the bamers separated well- 
wishers from passengers. 

I asked the conductor about the fences. ' 

‘To stop the smugghng,’ he said. ‘Also to stop people cross- 
ing the Ime. Also to stop incidents.* 

‘What sort of incidents?’ 

‘Bombs. Last year some fellows threw a bomb. They threw 
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It at the tram It was the “45-Up” - very many people It 
stopped the tram and there were three casualties For these 
reasons the fences were put up I think it is a good thmg Now 
we have no troubles ’ 

A Buddhist monk went by, smflmg broadly He was a fat 
man and he earned his umbrella like fasces, a Roman senator 
re an orange toga, I was glad it was not he who had twisted my 
^ the previous mght I bought a lundi bo't and two bottles 
of soda water and boarded It is pleasant to leave Rangoon by 
tafl the tram goes around the aty and five mmutes from the 
station you are m the country, a low swampy ncc-growing area 
beside the Pazandaung Cre^ where m the courtyards of the 
reonastenes the monks are at prayer, and crossing Ac fields are 
processions of people - schoolchildren with satchels, office 
workers settmg out in white shirts, farmers with mattocks - 

me early mommg mardi m the tropics to the tune of temple 
bdls7 

There was music inside die tram as wclL This was new It 
was piped through loudspeakers and never stopped once m 
reuteen hours To a background of onental music-hall melo- 
r dies - gongs and saxophones vymg with a wheezy harmonium 
“a reedy complauung voice gave a Burmese rendition of 
Purple’ and then ‘Stars FeU on Alabama’ The music 


prevented me from reading, the cramped bench kejit me from 
^tmg, and the rest of the passengers were asleep I went to 
door and watched Burmese pedallmg them bikes along 
TOuntry roads, under giant peepul trees The distant hills were 
ue With teak forests, but we were travellmg along the flat 
^3re known as the Dry Zone, movmg north m a straight Imc 
^irough the heat that drugs the tram passenger mto think ing 
e IS disappeanng down Burma’s gullet. At a ■well near the 
halt of Indian Fort a Burmese girl was combmg her hair She 
bent forward, all her hair down — so long it nearly touched 
^ tne ground — and she was drawmg her comb through it and 
shafcmg u out. It was such a beautiful sight on this sunny 
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morning - that cascade of black hair, swaying under the comh, 
and the posture of the girl, her feet planted apart, her arms 
caressing her lovely mane Then she tossed it and looked up m 
see the train go past. 

The whisde at the station at Toungoo is a dinner bell. 
Toungoo is halfway exactly, and until then no one in the train 
has touched his food But when the whistle sounds, luncl^ 
boxes are thrown open and tiffin tms spread over the seats; nee 
tied up in palm leaves is passed through the wmdows with 
crawfish and prawns reddened with pepper, apples, pawpaws, 
oranges, and roasted bananas. The tea seller and water camw 
appear, and the eating and dnnkmg goes on until the whistle 
blows again. Then the bundles are reoed, garbage is dropped 
on the floor, and scraps are thrown out the wmdows. Panah 
dogs leap from nowhere to snarl over the leavmgs. 

‘Why don’t they shoot those dogs?’ I asked a man at 
Toungoo. 

‘Burmese think it is wrong to kill animals.’ 

‘Why not feed them then?’ 

He was silent. I was questionmg one of the cardmal precepts 
of Buddhism, the principle of neglect Because no animals are 
killed all animals look as if they are starvmg to death, and so 
the rats, which are numerous m Burma, co-exist with the dogs, 
which have eliminated cats from the country. The Burmese - 
removing their shoes and socks for sacred temple floors where 
they will spit and flick cigar ashes - see no contradiction How 
could they? Burma is a socialist country with a notorious 
bureaucracy. But it is a bureaucracy that is Buddhist m nature, 
for not only is it necessary to be a Buddhist in order to tolerate 
It, but the Burmese bureaucratic delays are a consistent en- 
couragement to a land of traditional piety — the commissar and 
the monk meeting as equals on the common ground of indolent 
and smilmg unhelpfulness. Nothing happens in Burma, but 
then nothing is expected to happen 

Eight hours had passed since we left Rangoon, and the 
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conductor, who on any other tram would be seemg to the 
tickets or getting someone to sweep the httered coaches, re- 
niaincd seated m a httlc booth near the vile-smelhng tofleti 
feeding cassettes mto the tape recorder There was no water on 
the tram, the doors were loose and banging, the fans were 
broken, and the aisle was a trough of chicken bones, prawn 
shells, and sticky palm leaves But the amphfymg system 
worked with a vengeance, poutmg out raucous music all the 
way to Mandalay 

Towards the end of the afternoon the engme kept breakmg 
down The man next to m^ a poheeman with exemplary 
panenc^ said, *1110 oil is hot They are waitmg for it to cooL’ 
He was obviously pamed by my questions and assured me the 
tram would amve at seven ‘If not at seven, then defimtely at 
ei^t’ 

“It IS a slow tram,’ he said at Thazi, where the tram broke 
down for the fourth time. ‘Dirty and old - old coaches, old 
engmes We have no foreign exchange ’ 

But It doesn’t take much foreign exchange to buy a broom.’ 
That may be so ’ 

I wandered around the station and heard flutes, gongs, and 
the rattle of a snare drum, and there on the road next to the 
track a httle procession appeared, weirdly ht by a sky layered 
ted It marched to die fence beside the track and made a semi- 
*drcle for a small girl, no more than ten years old She had 
tucked up her sarong m a way that allowed her movement and 
®he wore a dehcate beaded cap on her bead The music 
popped, then started, blarmg and chimmg, and, crookmg her 
hands, die girl began to dance, she bent her knees, lifting one 
- leg, then the other, m a jerky motion the swiftness made grace- 
r fuh 

The passengers turned to watch, p uffin g cheroots from the 
wmdows of the stalled tram and strolling closer along the plat- 
form. The dance was for them, there was no talking — only 
dus tinkling music and tin* dancing child m that empty place. 
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It continued for perhaps ten minutes, then stopped abruptly} 
and the procession trailed off, the flute still warbling, the 
drum sounding. It was part of the Burmese sequence' the 
breakdown and delay softened by sweet music, a lovely sky, 3 
dancing child, and then the unexpected resuming of the train 
We travelled the rest of the way to Mandalay in darkness, 
arrivmg at eight-thirty at a station enhvened by celebrants of 
the Kathin festival, frenzied drummers and pretty dancers 
jammed tight m a crowd of welcoming relatives leaping to 
embrace passengers I fought my way to the stationmaster s 
ofiBce, to be greeted warmly by an old man in a peaked 
cap who seemed to be expectmg me. He asked for my passport 
and laboriously copied out my name and asked me my destina- 
tion 

‘There is a train to NLaymyo at seven tomorrow morning, 
he said. In a country where aU trains leave at seven, a printed 
timetable was superfluous. 

‘Fd like to buy a ticket.’ 

‘Ticket office is closed. Come at six. What is your final 
destination?’ 

‘After Ma3unyo I want to go to Gokteik. To see the via- 
duct.’ 

‘It IS forbidden for foreign tourists to see the viaduct’ 

He might have been cautiomng me against dejfilement of a 
sacred shrme 

‘Then I’ll go to Lashio ’ 

‘It IS forbidden Lashio is a secunty area There are rebel- 
lions ’ 

‘Then you mean I have to stay m Maymyo?’ 

‘Maymyo is a nice place. All foreigners like Maymyo.’ 

*1 wanted to go to Gokteik ’ 

Too bad Why don’t you go to Pagan?’ 

‘I’ve been to Pagan ’ 

‘Or Inle Lake They have a hotel.’ 

I wanted to take a train.’ 
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bade to Rangoon?’ said the station- 


“Why nor take the tram 

He shook my hand and showed me to the door Outside WM 
Mandalay It is a low city of immense size, so 
the lanterns on the pony carts and the hea ^ts o w 
buses shme as if through thick fog The aty is arge ut 
.out mterest, the fort is off-hmits, the monastenes ave um 
down, and the temple at the top of Mandalay Hill is recen 
and unattractive Mandalay is a magic name, but e more 
than that. What of Kiphng’s poem then? Well, the fact is 
Kiphng never set foot m the place, and his experwnce o 
Burma was limited to a few days m 1889, when s p 


stopped in Rangoon 

Mandalay has two hotels, one cheap, the other expensive. 
Bodi are uncomfortable, so I chose the cheap one The 
ager said he had no rooms He was frowmng with fangue ana 
anxious for me to go I said, ‘But where wfll I sleep? He 
f considered the question and then showed me to a room, 

1 complauung as he did so about a leprosy conference meetinga 
1 his hotel (‘They want this, they want that - ) I asked for f o 
"y He Said he had none and proved it by showmg me the empty 
kitchen I ate a banana I had bought m Thazi, and 
, bun for the room He was a good Burmese He could not turn 

me away, though he did not want me to stay He allow 

' btde shelter but no food, treatmg me, hterally, the way 
I would a panah, with a kmd of grudgmg reverence 
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Asia washes with spinted soapy violence in the morning. 
The early tram takes you past people discovered laundering 
like felons rehearsing - Pakistams chargmg their sodden 
clothes with sticks, Indians trying to break rocks (this is Mark 
Twam’s definition of a Hmdu) by slapping them with wet 
dhotts, gnmaang Ceylonese wnnging out their lungts. lo 
Upper Burma, women squat m conspiratonal groups at bubbly 
streams, whacking their laundry flat with broad wooden 
paddles, children totter knee-deep m rock pools, and small- 
breasted girls, chastely covered by sarongs to their armpits, 
dump buckets of water over their heads It was dull and 
cloudy, starting to mist, as we left Mandalay, and the old man 
next to me with a neat cloth bundle on his knees watched one 
of these bathmg girls. 

Steeping tresses in the tank 
Blue-black, lustrous, thick hke horsehairs, 

- Can’t I see his dead eye glow 
Bright as ’twere a Barbary corsair’s? 

(That is, if he’d let it show I ) 

Briefly, I thought of leaping from the train, proposing mar- 
nage, and throwing my life away on one of these nymphs But 
1 stayed in my seat. 

The fuU streams, whitened by peaks of froth, told of heavy 
rdns farther on, we had left the rancid heat and dusty palms 
of Mandalay and were climbing sideways through pine forests, 
where the gold-upped pagodas, repeating the shape of pme 
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tops, rose above the deep green trees A dingible of white 
doud had setded against one station, we emerged from it to a 
view of hardier, muddier people carrymg buckets on yokes A 
light ram began to fall, and the tram was movmg so slowly I 
could hear the patter of ramdrops on the leaves that grew 
beside the track. 

At the early slopmg stations, women with trays were selhng 
breakfast to the passengers oranges, shced pawpaws, fned 
eakcs, peanuts, and bananas One had a dark shi^g assort- 
ment of beady objects on her tray I beckoned her over and 
had a look. TTiey were fat insects skewered on sticks - fried 
locusts I asked the old man next to me if he’d like some He 
said politely that he had had breakfast already, and anyway he 
never ate insects *201 ±e local people are quite fond of them.’ 
The sight of the locusts took away my appetite, but an hour 
fer, m a thunderstorm, my hunger came back. I was standing 
near the door and struck up a conversation with a Burmese 
r man on his way to Lashio to see his family He was hungry too 
e Said we would be amvmg at a station soon where we could 
^buy food 

Td like some tea,’ I said 
^t IS a short stop - a few mmutes, npt more ’ 
x-ook, why don’t you get the food and Til get somethmg to 
•Jnnk? ItTl save tune.’ 

, He agreed, accepted my three kyats, and when the tram 
j leaped out — he to the food stall, I to an enclosure 

‘ there were bottles on display The hawker explamed 

( ^ spologeuc smiles that I couldn’t remove his teacups, so I 
1 ^ ® tup of tea there and bou^t two botdes of soda water 

^ ^ ack on the tram I couldn’t find the Burmese man, and it was 
not tmtil after the tram puUed away that he appeared, out of 
math. With two pahn-leaf parcels, bound with a knotted vme. 

, * 'mcapped the bottles on the door hmge, and, elbow to 
*lbow at the end of the coach, opened the palm leaves There 
Was somethmg familiar m the contents, a wooden skewer with 
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three blackened things on it — lumps of burned meat. It wasn t 
that they were irregularly shaped, but rather that they 
irregular in exactly the same way. The skewers lay half-buri 
in beds of nee. 

‘In Burmese we call them — ’ He said the word. 

I peered at them. ‘Are those wings'?^ 

‘Yes, they are birds.’ 

Then I saw the htde heads, the beaks and bumed-out eyesj 
and dark smged claws on feeble feet. 

‘Maybe you call them sparrows,’ he said 
Maybe we do, I thought, but they looked so tiny without 
their feathers. He shpped one off the skewer, put the whole 
thing mto his mouth, and crunched it, head, feet, wings, the 
whole bird, he chewed it, srculmg. I pmched a little meat froiu 
one of mine and ate it It did not taste bad, but it is hard to eat 
a sparrow m Burma and not feel reproached by flights of dart- 
mg birds I nsked the nee. I went back to my seat, so that the 
man would not see me throw the rest of the birds away. ' 

The old man next to me said, ‘How old do you think I am? 
Guess.’ 

I said sixty, thinking he was seventy. 

He straightened up. ‘Wrong 1 I am eighty. That is, I passed 
my seventy-mnth birthday, so I am m my eightieth year.’ 

The tram switched back and forth on curves as sharp as 
those on the way to Simla and Landi Kotal Occasionally, for 
no apparent reason, it ground to a halt, starting up without a 
warmng whistle, and it was then that the Burmese who had 
lumped out to piss chased after the tram, retymg their sarongs 
as they ran along the track and being whooped at by their 
fnends in the tram. The mist, the ram, and cold low clouds, 
gave the tram a feel of early mommg, a chill and predawn '' 
imness tliat lasted until noon. I put a shirt over my jersey, 
then a sweater and a plasuc ramcoat, but I was still cold, the 

damp pjcnetratmg to my bones It was the coldest I had been < 
since leaving England. 
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1 was bom in eighteen ninety-four in Rangoon,’ said the old 
man suddenly ‘My father was an Indian, but a Cathohc. That 
IS why I am called Bernard My father was a soldier m the 
Indian Army He had been a soldier his whole hfe - 1 suppose 
he jomed up m Madras m the aghteen seventies He was m 
die Twenty-sixth Madras Infantry and he came to Rangoon 
With his regunent m eighteen eighty-eight I used to have his 
picture but when die Japanese occupied Burma - Fm sure you 
have heard of the Japanese war - all our possessions were scat- 
tered, and we lost so many dungs ’ 

He was eager to talfe, ^d to have a listener, and he didn’t 
need promptmg questions He spoke carefully, pluckmg at the 
doth bundle, as he remembered a clause, and I hugged myself 
in the cold, grateful that all that was required of me was an 
occasional nod to show 1 was mterested. 

*I don’t remember much about Rangoon, and we moved to 
Mandalay when I was very young I can remember practically 
everythmg from runeteen hundred onwards Mr MacDowell, 
Mr Owen, Mr Stewart, Captam Taylor - I worked for them 
all, I w^ head cook m the Royal Artillery ofiBcers’ messj, but I 
did more than cook — I did everythmg I went all over Burma, 
in the camps when they were in the field I have a good 
memory, I think. For example, I remember the day Queen 
Victoria died I was m the second standard at Samt Xavier’s 
School m Mandalay The teacher said to us, "The Queen is 
dead, so there is no school today ” I was - what? - seven years 
old I was a good student. I did my lessons, but when I 
finished with school there was nothing to do In runeteen ten I 
was sixteen and I thought I should get a job on the raflwaj^ I 
wanted to be an engme driver I wanted to be in a loco, travd- 
^ hng to Upper Burma. But I was disappiomted They made us 
carry coal m baskets on our heads It was very hard work, you 
can’t imagine — so hot — and the man in charge of us, one Mr 
Vander, was an Anglo-Indian. He shouted at us, of course, all 
the tune, fifteen minutes for lunch anrl he still shoutol He 
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was a fat man and not kind to us at all. There were a lot of 
Anglo-Indians on the railway then. I should say most of them 
were Anglo-Indians I imagined I would be drivmg a loco and 
here I was carrymg coal I The work was too much for me, so 
I ran away. 

‘I liked my next job very much. This was m the kitchen of 
the ofl&cers’ mess m the Royal Artillery. I still have some of 
the certificates, with RA written on them. I helped the cook at 
first and later became a cook myself The cook’s name was 
Stewart and he showed me how to cut vegetables in various 
ways and how to make salad, frmt cup, the trifle, and all the 
different kmds of jomts It was nineteen twelve then, and that 
was the best time in Burma. It will never be mce like that 
agam There was plenty of food, things were cheap, and even 
after the First World War started things were still fine. We 
never knew about the First World War m Burma; we heard 
nothing - we didn’t feel it. I knew a httle bit Aout it because 
of my brother He was fighting m Basra - I’m sure you know it 
- Basra, m Mesopotamia. 

‘At that time I was gettmg twenty-five rupees a month. It 
doesn’t sound so much, does it? But, do you know, it only cost 
me ten rupees to live - I saved the rest and later I bought a 
farm. When I went for my pay I collected one gold sovereign 
and a ten-rupee bank note. A gold sovereign was worth fifteen 
rupees But to show you how cheap things were, a shirt cost 
four annas, food was plentiful, and life was very good. I mar- 
ned and had four children I was at the officers’ mess from 
nineteen twelve until nineteen forty-one, when the Japanese 
came I loved domg the work The officers all knew me and I 
beheve they respected me. They only got cross if something 
was late Everythmg had to be done on time, and of course if it 
wasn t - if there was a delay - they were very angry. But not a 
smgle one was cruel to me. After all, they were officers — 
Bntish officers, you know — and they had a good standard of 
ehaviour. Throughout that time, whenever they ate, they 
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wore full-dress unifonnsj and there were sometimes guests or 
wives in cvemng dress, black ties, and the ladies wore gowns 
Beautiful as moths I had a uniform, too, white jackei^ black 
tie, and soft shoes - you know the kmd of soft shoes They 
make no noise I could come mto a room and no one could hear 
me. They don’t make those shoes anymore^ the kmd that are 
noiseless 

Things went on this way for some years I remember one 
night at the mess General Slim was there. You know him 
And Lady Slim. They came mto the kitchen. General and 
Lady Slim and some others, ofiBcers and their wives 

T stood to attention 

‘ “You are Bernard?” Lady Slim asked me. 

T said, “Yes, Madam.” 

‘She said it was a good meal and very tasty It was glazed 
chicken, vegetables, and trifle. 

‘I said, ‘T am glad you hked it.” 

“‘That IS Bernard,” General Slim said, and they went 


out. 

‘Chiang Kai-shek and Madame Chiang came as well He 
was very tall and did not speak I served them. They stayed 
for two days - one night and two days And the viceroy came - 
that was Lord Curzon. So many people came - the Duke of 
Kent, people from India, and another general - I will think of 




his name 

‘Then the Japanese came Oh, I remember that very well 1 
It was like this I was standmg in the bush near my house - 
outside Maymyo, where the road forks I wore a smglet and a 
longyt, as the Burmese do The car was so huge, with a flag on 
the bonnet - the Japanese flag, nsmg sun, red and white The 
car stopped at the fork. I didn’t think they could see me. A 
pinn called me over He said somethmg to me m Burmese. 

T said, ‘T speak Enghsh ” 

‘ ‘5you arc Indian?” says this Japanese gendeman I said 
yes He put his hands together like this and said, “India- 
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Japan. Friends ! ” I smiled at him. I had never been to India in 
my life. 

‘There was a very high oflBcial in the car. He said nothing, 
but the other man said, “Is this the road to Maymyo?” 

‘I said it was. They drove on, up the hiU. That was how the 
Japanese entered Maymyo. 

‘My wife was deai In nineteen forty-one I remarried and 
had three more sons, John Henry, Andrew Paul, and, in nine- 
teen forty-five, Victor. Victor, you know, because the war was 
over. I tried to retire. I was getting old, but the Burmese 
government called me back whenever there was a dinner - to 
Mandalay. I have not been to Rangoon smce nineteen twenty- 
four or twenty-five, though I have been to Mandalay many 
times. I am coming from there now. There was a dinner two 
nights back, a large joint, two vegetables. Not as fancy as the 
Victory Dinner. I had full charge of the Victory Dinner in 
nineteen forty-five - for two hundred people. We started off 
with cream vegetable soup, then salmon mayonnaise, and roast 
chicken, vegetables, potatoes roast and boiled, and sauce. To 
finish there was sundae trifle and savory. Well, a savory might 
be anjffhmg, but on that occasion it was “Devils on Horse- 
back”. You wrap bacon and cheese around a piece of toast and 
fix it with a toothpick. They were all happy at the Victory 
Dinner. I worked hard and they all enjoyai it. Ah, this is 
Maymyo.’ 

There were houses upraised on poles, splashed with red, like 
festival nbbons fluttering from branches - these were poinset- 
tia bushes, some eight feet high. Then, after a temple and 
monastery, whose wood was so weathered it had the look of 
tarnished bronze, more buildings appeared, a' row of shop 
houses, a theatre, a mosque on a wide muddy street. The 
station had a wide unpaved platform, and, as it xras still driz- 
zhng, parts of it were imder water and the rest had been 
trampled mto a porridge of muck. 

Mr Bernard said, ‘Where are you putting up?* 
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I said I didn’t have the shghtest idea 
‘Then you should come to Candacraig,’ he said ‘I am the 
manager — shall I book you m?’ 

‘Yes/ I said Til be along later - I have to buy a ticket to 
Gokteik.’ 

Looking for the ticket office I stumbled mto the radio 
operator’s room where a bearded Eurasian with a yellow 
cravat and shcked-down hair was seated, listening to Morse 
code and scnbbhng on a pad He looked at me and jumped up, 
reachmg for my hand ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ 

The Morse code continued I said perhaps he’d better listen 
to IL 

•It’s not very important,’ he said 
I nonced the pad, pencilled with Burmese characters 
‘Are they sendmg you Burmese Morse code?’ 

‘Why not?’ He explamed that there were thirty-six letters in 
Bunnese, but that occasionally they used Enghsh Morse code 
‘How do you know whether they’re sending Burmese or 
English?’ 

‘Say you’re gettmg Burmese It goes on for a while Then 
you get twelve dots That means English is commg Then you 
get Enghsh Twelve more dots means they’re going back into 
Burmese See, there’s no word for ‘piston-rod’ and ‘crankshaft’ 
m Burmese It’s interesting ’ 

He spoke rapidly, with nervous gestures He was as dark as 
a Burmese, but had the beaky features and lined face of an 
Itahan peasant 

‘Your English is very good 

‘It’s my mother tongue I’ He said his name was Tony 
/ ‘Actually I’m going crazy in this joint. I’m up at Hsipaw, but 
I came here because the Majmyo chap packed it up They 
didn’t have a rchef, so I’ll be here until the mneteenth My 
family’s at Hsipaw, and I should have been back weeks ago - 
I’ve got SIX kids and they’re wondering when I’m commg 
back Where arc you headed for?’ 
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I told liim I wanted to take the train to Gokteikj but I had 
heard it was forbidden. 

‘No problem. When do you want to go? Tomorrow? 
There’s a train at seven. Sure, I can get you on it. I suppose 
you want to see the bridge - it’s a nice one Funny, not many 
people come up here. About a year ago there was a chap - he 
was Enghsh - headmg for Lashio. The soldiers stopped him 
and put him off the train at Hsipaw. He was m a terrible shape 
- all disconnected. I told him not to worry. The police came 
and made a little trouble, but the neid; day I put him on the 
tram to Lashio and when the pohce came at nine o’clock I 
said, “He’s in Lashio,” so there wasn’t anything they could 
do.’ 

‘Is it agamst the law to go to Gokteik?* 

‘Maybe yes, maybe no. No one knows - but I’ll get you on 
the tram. Don’t worry.’ 

He walked me out to the forecourt of the station where, in 
the ram, on that muddy open space, there were about thirty 
stagecoaches - wooden carriages with faded pamt and split 
shutters, and drivers in wide-bmnmed hats and plastic capes 
flickmg stiff whips at blinkered ponies. The ponies were 
stamping, and many were strainmg to pull loaded coaches out 
of the mud - they were overloaded, with boxes and trunks 
roped to the roof and six faces at the windows With the steam 
engme shuntmg bogies just behmd them, the sight of these 
ghames - and the ram and mud, and Burmese bandaged in 
scarves agamst the cold - completed the picture of a frontier 
town A driver clomped towards me in mud-spattered boots 
(others wore rubber sandals, and some were barefoot, although 
aff wore heavy overcoats), and Tony told him to take me to 
Candacraig. 

The old man hoisted my bag on to the roof and covered it 
with a stiff piece of canvas before tymg it down. I got into the 
wooden box and we were away, rocking; I was sitting bolt 
upright, peermg through the ram at the broad streets of 
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Maymyo lined with eucalyptus trees The crooked wood and 
bnck houses looked anaent and frail in the rain, and at a 
comer of the main street, before a two-storey wooden house 
with a covered verandah, a stagecoach was turning, the man 
whipping the pony as he cantered sideways in the broken road 
- not a car m sight - whinnymg in the ram-darkened town, in 
the storm’s dull gleam on the wet street, before the Chinese 
shops, SHANGHAI PINMEN and CHARLIE RESTAURANT 
It was like a sepia photograph of the Klondike, brown and 
noiseless, a century old and nothing movmg except the blurred 
black horse wheehng in the foreground 

Candacraig was above the town, on East Ridge, nearly three 
miles from the station Here the houses were huge, the bricks 
reddened m the rain, with slate roofs and towers, the former 
homes of Bnnsh avil servants who came to Maymyo when the 
capital moved there for the summer months We passed The 
Pmes, Ridge House, and Forest Vteto, Candacraig was at the 
top of a httle hill, like a mansion m Newport or Eastbourne, 
with porches and gables and over the door a ncady pruned 
trellis arch of ivy 

I paid the driver and went mside to a central hall as high as 
the house. The rooms were ranged along the uppier sides of this 
hall, m a gallery broken by a lyre-shaped double staircase that 
rose to the gallery’s walkway Beyond a fireplace faced m teak 
was a bare counter, and the walls were bare, too, the floors 
gleaming with pohsh, the bannisters shimng, m this large 
wooden haU there was no ornament. It was empty It smelled 
of wax. I rappied on the counter 

A man appeared I had expiccied Mr Bernard, but this was a 
^ man m thick glasses, neither Burmese nor Indian, with promi- 
nent teeth and large fretung hands (I found out later he was 
Ceylonese, but had been more or less marooned m Uppier 
Burma for thirty years ) He said Mr Bernard had told him I 
was coimng, I was wise to come to Candacraig - the other 
hotels m Ma 3 rmyo had no faahties. 
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‘What sort of facilities don’t they have?’ 

‘Soap, Uncle.’ 

‘No soap?’ 

‘None, Uncle. And blankets, sheets, towels, food sometimes - 
They have nothing A place to he down but nothmg else. 
Uncle,’ he said to Mr Bernard, who was just entering the 
room, ‘I am putting this gentleman in Number Ten.’ 

Mr Bernard brought me to the room, and then got a shovel- 
ful of hot coals and started a fire in my fireplace, talking die 
whole time about Candacraig The name was Scottish, the 
place was really a ‘chummery’ for unmarried officers of the 
Bombay— Burma Tradmg Company, to keep the lads out of 
trouble m the hot season after months in remote timber 
estates: here they could take cold showers and play rugby, 
cncket, and polo. The British Empire operated on the theory 
that high altitudes improved morals. Mr Bernard went on talk- 
ing. The rain hit the windows and I could hear it sweeping 
across the roof. But the fire was burmng bright, and I was m 
an easy chair, toasting my feet, puffing on my pip^ opening 
my copy of Brownmg. 

‘Would you hke a hot bath?’ asked the gende Mr Bernard 
‘Very well then, I will send my son up with some buckets 
What time would you hke dinner? Eight o’clock. Thank you. 
Would you like a drink? I will find some beer. You see how 
warm the room is? It is a big room but the fire is mce What a 
pity it IS so rainy and cold outside. But tomorrow you will take 
the train to Gokteik We used to camp there - the Royal Artil- 
lery. There will be nothmg to eat at Gokteik, but I will make 
you a good breakfast, and tea will be ready when you come 
back Here it is pleasant, but it is only jungle there ’ 

That mght I dined alone, by candlehght, at an enormous 
table. Mr Bernard had laid my place near the hearth He stood 
some distance away, saymg nothmg, ghdmg over from time to 
time to fill my glass or brmg another course I think I am as 
intrepid as the next man, but I have a side — and it may be the 
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same side that is partial to trams — that enjoys the journey only 
because of the agreeable delays en route, a lazy vulgar sybante 
searching Asia for comfort, justifymg my pleasure by the 
distance travelled So I had come 25,000 miles to be here, 
loafing m Maymyo, waimmg my bum at the fire, losmg my 
place m ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’ each tune I was waited 
On the only guest m the twenty-room Burmese mansion. 
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The Lashio Mail 


In an early morning comer of Maymyo, a clearing beyond a 
pine grove, thirty people were standing at the fragrant teak 
pews of the Church of the Immaculate Conception and smging 
the ‘Kyrie’ from the Mtssa di Angelis. I had crept off the road 
and passed under the dripping trees towards the sweet im- 
ploring chant, the Gregorian High Mass I had learned twenty 
years before m a su mm er of idleness and devotion. It was my 
own youthful voice I heard there, brave with unrisked inno- 
cence, aged twelve, asking mercy for some clumsy sin. Out of 
respect for this little boy I stayed for the Consecration, stand- 
ing behind a poor Burmese supplicant kneehng on the hard 
mes in his bicycle dips. When I left, the priest’s quavering 
Pater Noster’ drifted with me all the way to the road, where 
novice monks, children in yellow robes, shaved and barefoot, 
humed to their monastery hugging black lacquer bowls. 

Travellers to Lashio were convergmg on the station: a rat- 
tling procession of tongas and stagecoaches down the avenue of 
euc yptus trees, women running with shoppmg bags, dench- 
mg agars in their teeth, and men dressed as frontiersmen, in 
oots black hats, dodging the ploddmg oxen, who pulled 
- oads of firewood (split and bnght, the colour of tom 

^ ^ opposite direction. I had left my camera and pass- 

^ ^ legality of the trip to Gokteik was 

questionable and I wanted to appear as unsuspidous a traveUer 
as possible. 

Eurasian, was waiting for me. He took my three 
an got me a ticket to Naung-Peng, the station after 
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Goktcik. There was nothing but a bndge at Goktedv, he said, 
but there was a good canteen at Naung-Peng We walked 
down the muddy platform to the last car. Three soldiers m 
mismatched uniforms - the poor fit mdicating they might have 
been looted in the dark from some tmy enemies - stood outside 
the car, passing chopped betel nut across the barrels of the 
rifles they earned loosely at their shoulders Tony spoke m 
Burmese to the tallest one, who nodded meamngfully at me It 
struck me that their dented helmets and hand-me-down um- 
forms gave them the grizzled, courageous look you see in 
embattled legionnaires - a kind of sloppiness that seemed 
indistingiushable from hard-won cxpenence. 

“You will be safe here,’ said Tony ‘Ride in this carnage.’ 

Ten years of guerrilla war in the outlymg states of Upper 
Burma, as well as the persistent depredations of dacoits who 
hold up trains with homemade guns, have meant that the last 
car on the train is traditionally reserved for a group of armed 
escorts They sit m this car, their vmtage Enfields thrown 
higgledy-piggledy on the wooden benches, their woollen ear- 
flaps swmgmg, they lounge, eatmg bananas, shang betel nut, 
reddemng the floor with spittle, and they hope for a shot at a 
rebel or a thief I was told they seldom have any luck The 
rebels are demoralized and don’t show their faces, but the 
thieves, wise to the escorts m the last car, have learned to raid 
the first few cars quickly, threatemng passengers noisily with 
daggers, and can be safely back m the jungle before the 
soldiers can run up the hne 

Our departure whistle put the crows to flight, and we were 
off, bowlmg along the smgle track. The early mommg fog had 
become fine mist, the mist drizzle, but not even the con- 
siderable amount of ram that poured through the wmdows 
persuaded any of the soldiers (eaUng, readmg, playfully fight- 
ing) to close the shutters The wmdows that admittal hght 
admitted ram you had to choose between that and a diy 
darkness on upcountry trams I sat on the edge of my bench. 



226 The Great Railway Bazaar 

regretting that I hadn’t brought anything to read, wondering if 
it really was illegal for me to be travelling to the’‘Gokteik 
Viaduct, and feeling pity for the children I saw in soaked 
clothes splashing through the cold puddles in their bare feet. 

Then the train pulled into a siding and stopped. Up ahead 
was a station, a wooden shed the size of a two-car garage. Its 
window boxes held the orange and red blossoms the Burmese 
call ‘Ma 3 rmyo flowers’. Some men in the forward coaches got 
out to piss. Two small girls ran from the jungle next to the line 
to sell bananas from enamel basms on their heads. Ten 
minutes passed, and a man appeared at the window waving a 
piece of paper, a leaf from the kmd of pad on which Tony had 
scnbbled his Morse code messages. This paper was passed to 
the tall soldier with the Sten gun, who read it out loud in an 
announcmg voice. The other soldiers hstened intently; one 
turned, and, with a swiftness I took to be embarrassment, 
glanced at me. I got up and walked to the back of the carriage, 
but before I reached the exit the soldier studymg the message 
- a man who had only smiled apologetically earher when I 
asked him if he could speak Enghsh - said, ‘Sit down please.’ 

I sat down. A soldier muttered. The ram increased, matring 
a boihng sputter on the roof. 

The solder put down his Sten gun and came over to me He 
showed me the message. It was written in pencil, rows and 
rows of Burmese script that resembled the code in the Sher- 
lock Holmes story ‘The Adventure of the Dancing Men’. But 
m the middle of all the dancmg men, those crooked heads and 
arms, those kickmg legs, were two Enghsh words in. capital 
letters. ‘PASSBOOK’. 

‘You have pass book?’ 

‘No pass book,’ I said. 

‘Where you gomg?’ 

‘Gokteik, Naung-Peng,’ I said. ‘Just for the ride. Who 
wants to know?’ 

He thought a moment; then folded the paper over and with 
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the stub of a pencil wrote very carefully in a wobbly column, 
Name, Number, Country, and Pass book He handed me the 
paper I gave him the informauon, while the rest of the sol- 
diers - there were six altogether - gathered around One peered 
over my shoulder, sucked his teeth, and said ‘American’ The 
others verified this, puttmg their heads close and breathmg on 
to my hand 

The message was taken to the wooden shed I stood up One 
of the soldiers said, ‘Sit down ’ 

Two hours passed, the coach dripped, the roof boiled m the 
dowripour, and the soldiers who had been speaking m whis- 
pers, perhaps feanng that I knew Burmese, resumed their eat- 
mg, shelhng peanuts, peehng bananas, shemg betel nuts I 
don’t think time can pass more slowly than m a railway car- 
nage parked in the rain between two low Walls of jungle m 
Upper Burma. There was not even the diversion of hawkers, 
or the desperate antics of panah dogs, there were no houses, 
the jungle was without texture or hght, there was no land- 
scape. I sat chilled to the bone watchmg raindrop rmgs widen 
m a pool of water next to the track, and I tned to imagine 
what had gone wrong I had no doubt that I was the cause of 
the delay - there was an objecnon to my being on the tram, I 
had been seen boarding m Maymyo I would be sent back, or I 
might be arrested for violating secunty regulations, thrown 
mto jail The effort of gettmg so far seemed wasted, and, 
really, had I come all that way to find a jail, as people travel m 
the greatest discomfort to the farthest ends of the earth, 
through jungles and bad weather for weeks and weeks, to hurry 
mto a doomed plane or step mto the path of a bullet? It is 
ignommious when a person travels a great distance to die 

It wasn’t death that worried me - they wouldn’t be silly 
enough to kill me. But they could mconvemcnce me Already 
they had It was past ten o’clock, and I was on the point of 
resigmng If the sun had been out I would have volunteered to 
walk back to Maymyo, tummg the whole fiasco mto a hike. 
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But it was raining too hard to do anything but sit and wait. 

Finally the tall soldier with the Sten gun returned. He was 
accompanied by a small fellow, rather young, in a wet jacket 
and wet hat, who mopped his face with a handkerchief when 
he got inside the carnage. He said, ‘You are Mister Paul?’ 
‘Yes Who are you?’ 

‘Secunty OfiScer U Sit Aye,’ he said, and went on to ask 
when I had entered Burma, and why, and for how long. Then 
he asked, ‘You are a tounst?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

He thought a moment, tilting his head, narrowmg his 
hooded eyes, and said, ‘Then where is your camera?’ 

‘I left it behmd,’ I said. ‘I ran out of film ’ 

‘Yes, we have no film m Burma.’ He sighed ‘No foreign 
exchange.’ 

As he spoke another train drew up beside the one we were 
m. 

‘We will get in that tram.’ 

In the last armed coach of this second train, sittmg with a 
new batch of soldiers, U Sit Aye said he was m charge of 
railway secunty, he had three children; he hated the rainy 
season He said no more I assumed he was my escort, and, 
though I had no idea why we had changed trams, we were on 
the move, travelling in the direction of Gokteik 

A haggard Burmese ma n in a woollen cap took a seat across 
from us and began emptymg a filtemp agarette on to a small 
square of paper. It was the sort of activity that occupied the 
foreign residents of Afghanistan hotels, a prelude to fillin g the 
empty tube with hashish grains and tobacco But this man 
didn’t have hashish. His drug, in a small phial, was white 
powder, which he tapped into the tube, altematmg it with 
layers of tobacco He stuffed the tube with great care, packmg 
It tight, smoothing and tappmg it. 

‘What’s he domg?’ 

‘I do not know,’ said U Sit Aye. 
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The man peered mto his agarette It was nearly full, he 
poked It down with a match. 

“He’s putting something inside ’ 

T can see,’ said U Sit Aye. 

‘But It’s not ganja,' 

•No’ 

Now the man was finished He emptied the last of the 
powder and threw the phial out of the wmdow 

I said, “I think if s opium.’ 

The man looked up and grinned ‘You are nghtl’ 

His English, clear as a bell, startled me U Sit Aye said 
nothmg, and as he was not wearing a uniform the man had no 
way of knowing he was makmg an opium dgarette under the 
nose of a security officer 

‘Have a puff,’ said the man He twisted the top and hcked 
the whole agarette so that it would bum slowly He offered it 
tome 

‘No thanks ’ 

He looked surprised ‘Why not?’ 

‘Opium gives me a headache ’ 

‘Nol Very good! I like it-’ He winked at U Sit Aye ‘-I 
like It for mce daydreammgs I’ He smoked the agarette to the 
filter, rolled up his jacket, and put it behmd his head He 
stretched out on the seat and went to sleep with a smile on his 
face He was pcrfcctiy composed, the happiest man on that 
cold ratthng tram 

U Sit Aye said, ‘We don’t arrest them unless they have a 
lot Ifs so much trouble. We put the chap m jail We then 
send a sample to Rangoon for tests - but his is number three, I 
^ can tell by the colour - and after two or three weeks they send 
die report back. You need a lot of opium for the tests - enough 
for lots of experiments ’ 

Towards noon we were in the environs of Gokteik. The mist 
was heavy and noisy waterfalls splashed down through pipe 
thickets of green bamboo We crawled around the upper edges 
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of hills, hooting at each cun’C, but out the windows there was 
only the whiteness of mist> shifted by n strong wind to reveal 
the more intense whiteness of cloud It was hie travelling in a 
slow plane with the windows open, and 1 envied the opiuiH' 
smoker his repose 

‘The views are clouded,' said U Sit Aye 
We climbed to nearly 4,000 feet and then began descending 
into the gorge where, below, boat-shaped wisps of cloud 
moved quickly across from hillside to hillside and other 
lengths of vapour depended in ilic gorge with only the barest 
motion, like veils of threadbare silk The viaduct, a monster of 
silver geometry in all the ragged rock and jungle, came into 
view and then slipped behind an outcrop of rock It appeared 
again at intervals, growing larger, less silver, more imposing. 
Its presence there was bizarre, this manmade thing in so re- 
mote a place, competing with the grandeur of the enormous 
gorge and yet seeming more grand than its surroundings, 
which were hardly negligible - the water rushing through the 
girder legs and falling on the tops of trees, the flights of birds 
through the swirhng clouds and the blackness of the tunnels 
beyond the viadurt. We approached it slowly, stopping briefly 
at Gokteik Station, where hill people, tattooed Shans and 
straggling Chinese, had taken up residence in unused railway 
cars - freight cars and sheds. They came to the doors to watch 
the Lashio Mail go past. 

There were wincing sentries at the entrance to the viaduct 
with nfies on their shoulders, the wind blew through their wall- 
less shelters and the dnzzle conunued I asked U Sit Aye if I 
could hang out the wmdow. He said it was all right with him, 
‘but don’t fall ’ The train wheels banged on the steel spans and 
the plunging water roared the birds out of their nests a 
thousand feet down The long delay in the cold had depressed 
me, and the journey had been unremarkable, but this lifted my 
spmts, crossing the long bndge in the rain, from one steep hill 
to another, over a jungly deepness, burstmg with a nver to 
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which the monsoon had given a hectoring voice, and the engine 
whistling agam and again, the echo carrymg down the gorge to 
China, 

The tunnels began, and they were cavernous, smelling of bat 
shit and sodden plants, with just enough hght to illuminate the 
water rushmg down the walls and the odd night-bloo ming 
flowers growmg amid foimtains of creepers arid leaves in the 
twisted stone When we emerged from the last timnel we were 
far from the Gokteik Viaduct, and Naung-Peng, an hour more 
of steady travelling, was the end of the line for me. This was a 
collection of wooden shacks and grass-roofed shelters The 
‘canteen’ Tony had told me about was one of these grass- 
roofed huts inside was a long table with tureens of green and 
yellow stew, and Burmese, thinly clad for such a cold plac^ 
were wanmng themselves beside cauldrons of nee bubbhng 
over braziers It looked like the field kitchen of some Mon- 
gohan tnbe retreating after a terrible battle the cooks were 
old Chinese women with black teeth, and the eaters were that 
mixed breed of people with a salad of genes drawn from Chinn 
and Burma, whose only raaal clue is their dress, sarong or 
trousers, parasol coohe hat or woollen cap, damp and shapeless 
as a mitten The cooks ladled the stews on to large palm leaves 
and plopped down a fistful of nee, this the travellers ate with 
cups of hot weak tea- The ram beat on the roof and crackled 
on the mud outside, and Burmese humed to the tram with 
chickens bound so nghdy m feather bundles, they looked like a 
peculiar kmd of native handicraft. I bought a two-cent agar, 
foimd a stool near a brazier, and sat and smoked until the next 
tram came. 

^ The tram I had taken to Natmg-Peng didn’t leave for 
Lashio until the ‘down’ train from Lashio amved Then the 
escort from Maymyo and the more heavily aimed escort from 
Lashio changed trains m order to return to the places they had 
set out from that mommg Each tram, I noticed, had an 
armoured van coupled just behmd the engme, this was a steel 
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box with gun slits, simpbfied almost to crudity, like a child’s 
drawing of a tank, but it was empty because all the soldiers 
were at the end of the tram, nme coaches away. How they 
would fight their way, under fire, eighty yards up the train 
durmg a raid, I do not know, nor did U Sit Aye supply an 
explanation. It was clear why the soldiers didn’t travel in the 
iron armoured van it was a cruelly uncomfortable thing, and^ 
very dark smee the gun shts were so small 

The return to Maymyo, downhill most of the way, was 
qmck, and there was a contmuous intake of food at small 
stations U Sit Aye explained that the soldiers wired ahead for 
the food, and it was true, for at the smallest station a boy 
would rush up to the tram as soon as it drew in, and with a 
bow this child with ram on his face would present a parcel of 
food at the door of the soldiers’ coach Nearer to Maymyo they 
wired ahead for flowers, so when we arrived each soldier 
stepped out with curry stams on his shirt, a plug of betel m his 
mouth, and a bouquet of flowers, which he clutched with 
greater care than his nfle. 

‘Can I go now?’ I said to U Sit Aye I still didn’t know 
whether I was gomg to be arrested for going through forbidden 
territory 

‘You can go, he said, and smiled ‘But you must not take 
the tram to Gokteik agam. If you do there will be trouble.’ 
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The Night Express from Nong Khai 


The fast tram from Bangkok had taken me to Nong Khai, m 
the far north of Thafland Nong Khai is unexceptional — five 
streets of neat houses, but a boat nde across the Mekong River 
takes you to Viennane m Laos Vientiane is exceptional, but 
mconvement The brothels are cleaner than the hotels, mari- 
juana IS cheaper than pipe tobacco, and opium easier to find 
than a cold glass of beer Opium is a restful drug, the perfect 
thmg for genatncs, but the chromauc snooze it mduces cor- 
rects fatigue, after an evenmg of it the last thmg you want to 
do is sleep agam When you find the beer at midnight and are 
sittmg qmetly, wondermg what sort of place this is, the wait- 
ress offers to fellate you on the spot, and you still don’t know 
Your eyes get accustomed to the dark and you see the waitress 
IS naked Without warning she jumps on to a chair, pokes a 
agarette mto her vagina and hghts it, puffing it by contractmg 
her uterme lungs So many sexual knacks 1 You could teach 
these people any th m g There are many bars m Vientiane, the 
d6cor and the beer are the same in all of them, but the un- 
natural practices vary 

The only Enghsh film I could find m Vientiane was a 
pornographic one, and the sombre reverence of the Japanese 
tourists, who watched like mtems in an operating theatre 
filled me with despair I shopped for presents, nungming 
Laotian treasures, but discovered traditional handicrafts tiiere 
to mclude aprons, memo pads, pot-holder^ and neckties 
Neckties 1 I tned to take a pleasure cruise on the Mekong, but 
was told the nver was only used by smugglers The food was 
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unusual. One bowl of soup I had contained whiskers, feathers, 
gnsde, and bits of intestine cut to look like macaroni. I told 
this to a prince I had been urged to visit He took me to a 
restaurant where we had — I suppose it was his way of apolo- 
gizmg - a leg of lamb, mint sauce, and roasted potatoes. I 
asked him what it was like to be a prince in Laos. He said he 
couldn’t answer that question because he didn’t spend much 
tune in Laos; he was m ainly interested in skydiving and 
motor racing. His description of political life convinced me 
that Laos was really Runtama, a slaphappy kingdom of war- 
nng half-brothers, heavily mortgaged to the United States 
But there were enemies in Laos, he said that evening Where 
were they^ I asked. We were now at his house He pointed out 
the wmdow, and across the street, silhouetted in the top win- 
dow of a three-storey buildmg, was a man with a machine gun. 
The prmce said, ‘Him. He’s a Pathet Lao.’ 

‘So you’re taking the train,’ said the prince, when I told 
him about my tnp. *00 you know how fast that Bangkok train 
goes?’ 

I said I had no idea. 

‘Fifty kilometres an hour ! ’ He made a f ace.- 

His wife wasn’t listenmg. She looked up from a magazine 
and said, ‘Don’t forget we have to be m Pans on the twenty- 
sixth—’ 


Laos, a river bank, had been overrun and 'ransacked; it was one 
of Amenca’s expensive practical jokes, a motiveless place 
where nothing was made, eveiything imported; a kmgdom 
With baflBmg pretensions to Frenchness What was sur- 
pnsmg Was that it existed at all, and the more I thought of it, 
the more it seemed hke a lower form of life, like the cross-eyed 
plananan or squashy amoeba, the sort of creature that can’t die 
even when it is cut to nbbons 

Setting out from Nong Khai Station (the Thai children 
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were flyjng kites along the tracks) I was headed south for 
Singapore There is an unbroken railway system from this 
northerly station to Smgapore, via Bangkok and Kuala Lum- 
pur, roughly 1,400 miles of jungle, nee fields, and rubber 
estates The State Railway of Thailand is comfortable and 
expertly run, and now I knew enough of rail travel m South- 
^^east Asia to avoid the air-conditioned sleepmg cars, which are 
freezmg cold and have none of the advantages of the wooden 
sleepers wide berths and a shower room. There is not another 
tram m the world tiiat has a tall stone jar m the bath com- 
partment, where, before dinner, one can stand naked, sluicmg 
oneself with scoops of water The trains m any country contam 
the essential paraphemaha of the culture Thai tr am*; have 
the shower jar with the glazed dragon on its side, Ceylonese 
ones the car reserved for Buddhist monks, Indian ones a vege- 
tanan kitchen and six classes, Iraman ones prayer mats, Mal- 
aysian ones a noodle stall, Vietnamese ones bulletproof glass 
on the locomotive, and on every carnage of a Russian tram 
there is a samovar The railway bazaar, with its gadgets and 
passengers, represented the soaety so completely that to board 
It was to be challenged by the national character At tunes it 
was like a leisurely semmar, but I also felt on some occasions 
that It was like bemg jailed and then assaulted by the mon- 
strously typical 

In the Night Express from Nong Khai were many Chmese 
and Fflipmo mechames, deeply tanned from working on the 
Amcncan air fields, and wearing their baseball caps pulled 
down over their eyes Thais gambled m the second-class 
sleeper, where Amencan servicemen sat sheepishly with Thai 
^ girls, lookmg homesick but very proper as they held hands I 
Was in a compartment witii an Amencan civilian who said he 
was a salesman He didn’t look like a salesman His hair was 
cut so short, I could see a white scar that ran along the top of 
his head from back to front like a part, he had a Thai charm 
around his neck and broken fingernails, on the back of his 
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right hand was tattooed tiger, and he talked continually of 
his ‘hog’, a Harlcy-Davidson Elcctraglidc He had been in 
Thailand for five years He had no plans to go back to the 
States, and said it was his ambiuon to make $30,000 a year - 
or, as he put it, ‘thirty K’. 

‘How close are you to that figure?* 

Tretty dose, he said. ‘But I think I might have to go to 
Hong Kong.* 

He had just spent a few days in Vientiane. I said I had 
found the place not exactly to my taste. He said, ‘You should 
have gone to the White Rose.’ 

went to the White Rose,’ I said. 

‘Did you see a tall girl there?’ 

*It was too dark to tell who was tall or short ’ 

TTus one was weanng clothes Most of them were bare-ass, 
nght? But this one had long hair and slacks The rest of them 
wore putting agarettes m their cats and puffing on them, but 
this one ,ust comes over and sits down next to me She wasn’t 

’’'t and she had those nice nts models have. I 
o red her a beer, but she had a Pepsi and funndy enough I 
w^n t charged extra for it. I hked that ! J & 

blouse anrl ^ hand inside her 

Mouse ^d gave her a honk She laughs. '“You want massage?” 

ms. “‘rom “ ■^'5' don’t mean massage Then she 

S let me”' ‘ dollars and 

happens when we go upstairs?” 

do to Anything. Anything you want to 

know how ” you want me to do, I do. I 

matTf bard-on or what? 

tha^^ to? “Do K®"* ' ’ ^ of 

Slave Ithn ? to me.” It’s hke having a 

tMdn’,tnt‘uy„u"'sh:’ 

embarrassed to " "“yog’ ^et? What?” I’m too 

arrassed to teU her. but I’m thinking. She’s makmg a 
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baigain and she can’t back out of it. I keep thinking these wild 
things and saying, “Anything?” and she says, “Sure, what you 
want?” But I didn’t want to say 
‘Then she says, “Tell me,” I says, “m tell you upstairs,” and 
I go over to the mama-san, a real hard-faced bitch, and give 
her four bucks Then we go upstairs Her name was Oy She 
(l^es off her blouse, and she’s got these fantastic knockers and 
this beautiful brown back. She says, “What you want?” I says, 
“Anythmg?” She says, ‘Tor five dollars - anythmg ” 

*1 gives her a fin and she takes my clothes off and starts 
washing my process and asking me if Fve got the clap The 
washing sort of turns me on and I tell her to hurry up So she 
turns off the light and pushes me back on the bed, and God 
I’ve never been gobbled like that m my life. Her tongue’s 
whirling around and Tm practically famting But I pulled it 
out before I came Note what? I bad these oddball ideas and I 
just said the first thmg that came mto my head “Turn over,” 

I says “I want to piss on you.” 

‘ “Okay,” she said Okay/ She gets down on the bed and I 
knelt over her But I couldn’t do it - I don’t think I really 
wanted to - so I started screwing her ass for all it was worth. I 
came and rolled her over and that’s when I shd my hand up 
her thigh and touched the biggest process Tve ever - Look, I 
don’t want to rum your dinner ’ 

*1 think Fve he^ that one before,’ I said, as we passed 
down the tram to the dirung car 

‘No, no,’ said Tiger *¥00 don’t understand ’ 

We each had a Smgha Beer I ordered fned rice with 
prawns and mixed vegetables, and outside was the perfectly 
kSat, unwrinkled Khorat Plateau Tiger had been dunking 
whislqi in the compartment and by the tunc the food came he 
looked a bit drunk, his face was flushed and -even the scar on 
die top of his head was shghdy rosy 
‘You’ve heard the story, right? The giri that turns out 
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same story Sure I panicked and she laughed - or he laughed. 
He says, “Don’t you like girls and gives me a rcallj' 
horrible smile m the dark. I puts my clothes on - Fm dying 
to get out of there. But downstairs m the bar I decide tc 
have another beer I sit down and Oy comes over agaim 
says, “You don’t like me ” I buys him another Pepsi and bj 
then I’m kind of calm. “I like you,” I says and - believe it o: 
not - I give him a loss on the check. I mean, don’t get mi 
wrong This wasn’t really a man - it was a girl with a prick 1 
It was fantastic You probably think I’m nuts - I know thi; 
sounds screwy - but if I go to Vientiane again I’ll probably p 
over to the White Rose and if Oy is there I’ll probably - yeah 
I probably will > ’ 

Sometime durmg the night. Tiger left the train. I woke t< 
an empty compartment at six m the morning, and, snapping u] 
the wmdow shade, saw that we were movmg quickly past blad 
klongs to a city of temples and square buildmgs coloured pml 
by the sunrise. But the hght was bnef. It turned sickly, thei 
dimmed to greyness, and we arrived shortly afterwards a 
Bangkok Stauon m a heavy rain 


21 


The International Express to 
Butterworth 


When the Amencan troops left Vietnam and all the Rest and 
Recreation programmes ended xt was thought that Bangkok 
would collapse. Bangkok, a hugely preposterous aty of 
temples and brothels, required visitors The heat, the trafBc, 
the noise, the cost in this flattened anthPl make it mtolerable 
to hve m, but Bangkok, whose discomfort seems a calculated 
discouragement to residents, is a aty for transients Bangkok 
has managed to mamtam its massage-pariour economy without 
the soldiers, by advertismg itself as a place where even the 
most diffident foreigner can get laid. So it prospers After the 
early mommg Floating Market Tour and the afternoon 
Temple Tour, comes the evemng Casanova Tour Patient 
couples, many of diem very elderly, wcarmg yellow badges 
saying Orient Escapade, are herded off to sex shows, blue 
movies, or Tive shows’ to put them m the mood for a visit later 
the same evening — if they’re game - to a whorehouse or a 
massage pariour As Calcutta smells of death and Bombay of 
money, Bangkok smells of sex, but this sexual aroma is 
tnmgled with the sharper whiffs of dcadi and money 
Bangkok has an aspect of violation, you see it m the black 
^jammed Mongs, the impassable streets that are convulsed with 
traffic, and m the temples every clumsy attempt to repair the 
latter seems to have been imtiated by tounsts rather than 
worshippers There is a brisk trade m carvmgs and artifacts 
^ stolen from temples upcountry, and this rapaaty - new to the 
once serene Thais - is encouraged by most of the resident 
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foreigners. It is as if these expatnaic jarangs expect a kind of 
repayment for the misery of having to live in such an in 
sufferable place The Thais muddle along, as masseuses and 
marauders, but a month before I arrived several thousand Thai 
students (who desenbed themselves rather curiously as revolu- 
tionary monarchists’) marched on the pohcc headquarters, 
brought down the government, and m the space of an after-^ 
noon managed to destroy seven fairly large buildings down- 
town It was, hke the patchy regilding of the recumbent 
Buddha, a popular violation, and now the street of gutted 
buildings is included in the Temple Tour ‘Over here you will 
see where our students burned 
The railway station is not on any of the tours, which is a 
shame It is one of the most carefully mamtained buildings in 
Bangkok A neat cool structure, with the shape and Ionic 
columns of a memorial gym at a wealthy American college, it 
was put up in 1916 by the Western-oriented King Rama V. 
The station is orderly and imduttered, and, like die railway, it 
is run efficiently by men m khaki uniforms who are as fastidi- 
ous as scoutmasters competing for good-conduct badges. 

It was dark when the south-bound International Express (so 
called because it penetrated Malaysia to Butterworth) left the 
stauon In the klongs Thai children were floating banana-leaf 
boats, with jasmme rigging and masts of flickering candles for 
the Lay Krathong festival We rolled along under a full moon, 
which was the occasion for the festival, the lunar fluorescence 
mellowmg the suburbs of Bangkok and givmg to the C3iao 
Phraya River a shppery sweemess that persisted imtil the wmd 
changed Fifteen minutes out of Thonbun, on the opposite 
bank - once the capital - the countryside and aU its crickets 

rushed swiftly up to the tram and we were swept with sighing 
grass 

Mr Thanoo, the aged traveller m my compartment, sat 
reading Colonel Sun, by Kingsley Amis . He said he had been 
savmg It for the tnp, and I didn’t want to mterrapt Tnm m his 



The International Express to Butterworth 241 

reading 1 went into the comdor A Thai, about forty, with 
tlunning hair and an enga ging grin, said hello He introduced 
himself ‘Call me Pensacola It’s not my name - my name is 
too hard for you to say Are you a teacher?’ 

‘Sort of,’ I said ‘What about you?’ 

‘You could call me a traveller,’ he said Out the wmdow, 
^^ais weanng hats like mverted baskets were pad dlin g canoes 
in the streams that ran neitt to the tracks The lanterns on their 
narrow boats hghted the npphng water and clouds of gnats *I 
just travel here and there ’ 

‘Where do you get your money?’ 

‘Here and there. Out of the air, out of the ground ' He 
spoke playfully, with a laugh m his throat, m a tone of know- 
ing vagueness 

‘Out of the groimd? So you’re a farmer ’ 

‘No I Farmers are silly ’ 

Perhaps you don’t have any money,’ I said 

‘Plenty I ’ 

He laughed and turned, and now I noticed that he was hold- 
ing a pouch under his arm It was about the size of a squashed 
shoe box and he held it quite dose to his side, almost m con- 
cealment 

‘Where does your money come from, Mr Pensacola?’ 

‘Someplace!’ 

‘Is It a secret?’ 

‘I don’t know, but I always get it I’ve been to your country 
three times What state are you from?’ 

‘Massachusetts ’ 

Boston,’ he said Tve been there I thought it was so dull 
^Boston is a very sad place The nightdubs 1 I went to ah the 
nightdubs m Boston They were awful I had to leave. I even 
went to Negro mghtdubs I didn’t care - I was prepared to 
ght, but they thought I vras Puerto Rican, somethmg like 
Negroes are supposed to be happy and s milin g with 
•^cth, but even the Negro nightdubs are awful So I went to 
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New York, Washington, Chicago, and, let’s see, Texas and- 
‘YouVe certainly been around.’ 

They took me everywhere. I never paid anything — just 
enjoying, looking, and what and what’ 

*Who took you?’ 

Some people. I know so many people. Maybe Tm famous. 

The other day in Bangkok the head of USAID rang me up. 

Someone must have told him about me. He said to me, “Come 

to limch - I’ll pay for everything.” I said, “Okay, I don’t 

^e. So we went. It must have cost him a lot of money. 

I didn’t care. I was talking about what and this and that At 

^ e end of the lunch he said to me, “Pensacola, you’re fantas- 
ticl”’ 


‘Why did he say that?* 

I don’t know; maybe he liked me.’ He grinned and his hail 
was so sparse the grin and the movement of his mahcious eyes 
caus^ his whole scalp to crawl with wnnldes. Each time he 
said I don’t know’, he smacked his hps, as if mvitmg another 

I ^ to 

‘Why did you do that?’ 

^ somg to say the suitcase belonged to a pobce 

M he sw you throw it on ihe floor?’ 

‘I’ll Lr? ' eyesight.’ 

ra bet he wasn’t very happy.’ 

said y'»»?” he said to me. “A traveller.” I 

asked me for my ID card, -No fo cl-lr W ““T 
to bed - T TTinrti:. 1 .- ^ardl Later on he went 

sleep. All nieht h^ he couldn’t 

head, and what and whaU ^ 

*1 guess you upset him.’ 
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I don’t know Somctlung like that He was trying to think 
tvholam,' 

I tn tt} mg to think the same thing ’ 

Go ahead,’ said Mr Pensacola ‘I don’t mind I hkc Amen- 
cans They saved my life 1 was up in the north, where they 
grow poppies for opium and heroin So-called “golden tn- 
^ angle” I was stuck, and all the guys were shooting at me 
"nicy sent a plane for me, but it couldn’t land in all the shoot- 
ing, so they sent a hchcopter I looked up and saw three chop- 
pers archng around I was shooting at the guys behmd the tree 
- I was all alone, it wasn’t easy One chopper tned to land, 
but the guys shot at him So I went across and shot one of the 
Knys and the other chopper landed on the chff He was calhng 
to me, “Pensacola, come on I ” But I didn’t want to go I don’t 
know why Maybe I wanted to kill some more So I kept still 
3nd moved closer and I lolled — what? — maybe two more, 
Chinese I was still shootmg and I crawled over to the chop- 
per-’ 

His extraordmary story, told m a mocking monotone, con- 
tinued He held off the gang of opium smugglers, he gurmed 
down two more, and inside the hehcopter he reloaded and 
murdered the rest of them from the air When he finished I 
said, ‘That’s qmte a story ’ 

‘Maybe. If you thin k so ’ 

‘I mean, you must be a pretty good shoL’ 

‘Champion ’ He shrugged 

But things had gone far enough I said, ‘Look, you don’t 
expect me to behevc all this, do you?’ 

“I don’t know Maybe.’ 

‘I think you read it m a book, but not a very good book.’ 

‘You Americans,’ said Mr Pensacola. He beckoned me mto 
his compartment and stood showmg me the bulgmg pouch he 
had been canymg under his arm. He tapped it. ‘It’s a cheap 
one, nght?’ 

‘Maybe,’ I said ‘I don’t know ’ 
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TlastiCj’ lie said and, before he pulled the flap open, he 
said, ‘Don’t be ^ifraid. Peek inside.’ 

I leaned over and saw two pistols, a large black one and a 
smaller one in a holster, both nestmg in a jumble of brass 
bullets. Pensacola gave me a wolfish grin, and, snapping the 
hasps of the pouch, said, ‘A thirty-eight and a twenty-two. But 
don’t tell anyone, will you?’ 

‘What are you domg with two pistols?’ I whispered. 

‘I don’t know,’ he said, and winked. He tucked the pouch 
under his arm and walked down to the dining car, where I saw 
him later m the evemng, drinking Mekong whisl^, deep m 
conversation with two red-faced Chmese. 

A rumour went through the train that we would be held up 
at Hua Hm, about 120 miles south of Bangkok, on the Gulf of 
Siam. It was said that the rains had swollen a river to a point 
where it was threatening a bridge on the line. But the train 
showed no signs of slowmg down, and there was no rain yet 
The moon lighted the flooded nee fields, making them depth- 
less, and the water to the horizon made this stage of the 
journey like a sailmg across an unruffled sea. 

Mr Thanoo said, ‘Why are you readmg a sad book?’ 

He had seen the cover: Dead Souls. I_said, ‘It’s not sad at 
all. It’s one of the funniest books I’ve ever read.’ 

He offered me a cigarette and ht it. ‘I am sorry for this 
cigarette It is of inferior quahty. Do you say “inferior 
quahty ? I don’t talk English so well. My circle is all Thai 
people and they always want to talk in Thai. I say, “An 
incident happened to me today which was very surprismg,” 
and they say, “No English!” I need practice — I make too 
many mistakes, but I used to talk very well That was in 

Penang I am not a Malay, though. I am pure Thai, through 
and through 

How old do you think I am? I am sixty-five. Not so old, 
ut o der than you, I think I come from a well-educated 
y. My father, for example. He was educated in England — 
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London. He was Lord Lieutenant of Penang — same as 
governor So I received my schooling there. It was called the 
Anglo-Chmese School, but now it is the Methodist SchooL 
They have high standards ’ 

One thing I had regretted m my conversation with Mr 
Bernard on the train to Maymyo was that 1 hadn’t asked him 
specific quesuons about his subjects at St Xavier’s at the turn 
of die century m Mandalay I did so with Mr Thanoo 

“Enghsh was my favounte subject,’ said Mr Thanoo T 
studied geography — Brazil, Ecuador, Canada Also history - 
English history James the First. Battle of Hastmgs Also 
chemistry Tm is Sn. Silver is Ag Copjjer Cu I used to know 
gold but I have forgonen I liked English hterature best of alL 
My masters were Mr Henderson, Mr B L Humphries, Mr 
Beach, Mr R, F MacDonald And others The books I hked 
most? Treasure Island And Mtcah Clarke, by Conan Doyle, 
author of Sherlock Holmes stones Tale of Two Cities was 
very intcrestmg, and The Poison Island, by Lord Tennyson - 
a kind of dream And Wordsworth I hke Wordsworth strQ. 
And Shakespicarc. The best Shakcsjjcarc play is Like It or 
^ot I hojje you have read it. David Copperfield — about a 
poor boy who is mistreated by picople — that was very sad He 
worked hard and he fell m love. I can’t remember the girl’s 
name A Tale of Two Cutes is about France and England. 
Sidney Carton He was a kind of gemus, and he suffered Who 
else? Let me see. I like Edgar Wallace, but best of all is Luke 
Short. Cowboy wnter 

1 hve on the island of Phuket, a very small place. People 
laugh at me when they sec me reading English books on my 
island What is that old man blufBng? Why is he pretending to 
read his Enghsh books? But I hke to You sec this book. 
Colonel Sun? I thought it was a good one, but it is useless 

As Mr Thanoo sjxike the tram came to a halt, nearly dumpi- 
mg us on the floor of the carnage It had stopj>ed with the 
suddenness that presages a long delay, but I looked out the 
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window and saw that we were at Hua Hin * it was a scheduled 
stop. A breeze brought the sea air into the compartment, which 
became heavy with dampness and salt and the smell of fish 
The station bmldmg at Hua Hin was a high wooden structure 
with a curved roof and wooden ornamentations m the Thai 
style - obsolete for Bangkok, but just the thing for this small 
resort town, empty in the monsoon season. The amval of the_j 
International Express was some thin g of an event . the station- 
master and signalmen approached us sombrely, and the rick- 
shaw dnvers left their vehicles parked in the palm-fringed 
forecourt of the station and stood on one leg, like cranes, to 
watch the passengers receive the news of the threatened 
bndge Estimates for the delay, given in round figures, ranged 
from two to eight hours. If the bndge were washed away we 
might be at Hua Hm for a day or two. Then we could all go 
svranmmg m the gulf. 

There was, on the International Express, a team of Chinese 
girl gymnasts and acrobats from Taiwan, who drove the other 
passengers wild by appearmg m the dimng car in flimsy flap- 
P^S pyjamas. At Hua Hin they skipped on the platform, hold- 
mg hands and laughing they wore heavy make-up, including 
mascara and hpstick, with the pyjamas — an effective combina- 
tion They were eyed by htde groups of passengers, who 
stopped gnimblmg when they danced past. I bought a quarter 
of a pound of cashews (for ten cents) and watched an old lady 
roastmg squid over a brazier she had set up next to the train. 
Still chattering about the delay, people bought these and ate 
them gloomily, as if studymg survival, tossing the burned 
tentacles on to the track 

One of the sqmd-eaters was Air Lau, from Kuala Lumpur. , 
e wasnt hungry, but he explamed that he was eatmg the 
squid because they were so expensive m Kuala Lumpur He 
was morose about the delay. He didn’t have a berth He asked 
ow much I had paid for mme and seemed annoyed that my 
arc was so low; he behaved as if, by some devious stratagem, 
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I had taken ins bed from him He hated his scat. The chair car 
was too cold, the passengers were rude, the girl gymnasts 
wouldn’t talk to him. He said, “In Malaysia I’m a second-class 
atizen, and m Thailand Fm a second-class passenger Hal 
Ha'i’ 

Mr Lau was a purveyor of fluorescent tubes He was also a 
^avil servant (‘Maybe you could say fluorescent tubes is my 
Sideline’) He had been mtroduced to the busmess by his father- 
m-law, a clever man who had emigrated from Shanghai to 
Hong Kong, where he had learned how to make neon signs. 
Mr Lau said, ‘You can make a fortune m neon signs m Hong 
Kong’ 

I said I was sure of that. 

“But there was heavy compeDdon So the old man came to 
At first there were no competitors, then the fellow 
Shanghamcse he had teamed to make the signs left him and set 
up shops of their own They almost ran him out of busmes^ 
y until the old man b^an training Malays to do the work. He 
had chosen Malays and not the harder-working Indians or 
Chinese because he could depend on the Malays to be too lazy 
t" to quit and start establishments of their own 

*What brought you to Bangkok?’ I asked 

‘Fluorescent tubes ’ 

‘Buying or selhng?’ 

‘Buymg-lah Cheaper’ 

*How much cheaper?’ 

‘I don’t know I got to work out the costmg It’s all m my 
briefcase.’ 

'Give me a rough idea.’ 

‘A hundred fifty models-io/i ! I haven’t worked out the pack- 
^ mg, transport, what-not. So many cost factors 

I liked the hngo, but Mr Lau changed the subjea, and, 
munching his squid, he told me how awful it was to be a 
Chmese m Malaysia. He had been passed over a dozen times 
^ and missed promouons and pay merements because ‘the 
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government wants to bring up tlie 7\4alays It’s terrible. I don t 
like the light busmess but they’re driving me further and 
further into fluorescent tubing.’ 

I went to bed while the train was still standing in the glare 
of the station hghts, and at 3.10 the next morning (the whistle 
woke me) we began to move. Rain poured through the window, 
wakmg me agam an hour later, and when I slammed down the 
shutter the room became suffocatmg and airless. We crossed 
the endangered bndge in the dark, and at dawn it was still 
raiumg. The line was so flooded aU the next day we travelled 
at a crawl, sometimes stopping in the middle of nowhere, witb 
flooded fields all around, JUke a becalmed boat. I sat and 
wrote: I read and went to sleep; I drank; and often I would 
look up and be incapable of remembermg where I was, the 
concentration of writing or readmg bnnging on a trancelike 
state Extensive travelhng induces a feehng of encapsulation; 
and travel, so broadening at first, contracts the mind. It had 
happened briefly on other trains, but on this one — it might 
have been prolonged by the sameness of the landscape or the 
steady beatmg of the rain — it lasted an entire day. I couldn’t 
recall what day it was; I had forgotten the country. Being on 
the train had suspended time; the heat and dampness had 
slowed my memory. What day was it anyway? Where were 
we? Outside there were only rice fields, giving an alarming 
wew of Maharashtra, in India. The station signboards gave no 
due CHDMPHON and lang suan moved past the win- 
dow, leaving me baflfled. It was a long day in the hot wet train 
with the sweatmg Thais, whom the heat had moved to rapid 
^ech Pensacola had disappeared, and so had Mr Thanoo. 

conductor said we were ten hours late, but this did not 
wor^ me as much as my failing memory and a kind of squint- 
mg ear I took to be an intimation of paranoia. The jungle was 
, Haady ai, perfect for an ambush (a month later, on 

bandits with M16 rifles leaped out of the 
econd-dass toilets where tiiey had been hiding, robbed 
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seventy people, and vanished) After the passport control at 
adang Besar I locked the door of my compartment, and, 
ough It was only rune o’clock, went to bed 
A ratthng of the door handle woke me. The tram was not 
moving The room was hoL I shd the door open and saw a 
Malay with a wet mop He said, ‘This is Butterworth.’ 

, think m sleep here until the mommg train comes ’ 
^Cannot,’ he said “Have to wash the tram ’ 

Go ahead, wash it. FU go back to sleep ’ 

*We don’t wash it here.. Have to take it to the shed ’ 

|What am I supposed to do m the meantime?’ 

Mister,’ said the htde Malay, ‘I want you to get out and 
hurry up ’ ^ 

I had slept through the arrival It was two m the mommg 
e tram was empty, the station was deserted I found a wait- 
ing room, where two German men and two Austrahans, a boy 
^d girlj were sleeping m chairs I sat down and opened Dead 
uu/s The Austrahan boy woke up and folded and refolded 
^ legs, sighmg Then he said, ‘Oh Christ 1 ’ and took his shirt 
off He crumpled his shirt mto a ball and got on to the cement 
floor, and, usmg the shut as a pillow, curled up like a koala 
bear and began to snore The Austrahan gul looked at me and 
shrugged, as if to say, ‘He always docs that 1 ’ She put her fists 
mto her lap and crouched m her chair, the way people die m 
^arsely furnished rooms The Germans woke and immedi- 
ately started to argue over a map on which they were markmg 
a route. It was then about four o’clock m the mommg When I 
couldn’t bear it any longer I took a hootmg ferry to Penang, 
retummg to Butterworth as dawn broke, then everythmg was 
,pamtcd m simple colours, the ferry orange, the water pmk, the 
island blue, the sky green Mmutes later the sun burned the 
vaporous colours away I had breakfast at a Tamil coffee shop, 
milky tea and an egg scrambled with a doughy square of 
paratha Strolhng back to the station I saw a man and woman 
leavmg a disreputable hotel The unshaven man was European 
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and wore a T-shirt, the rumpled woman, powdering her nose 
as she walked, was Chinese. They humcd into a very old car 
and drove away. The melancholy clichd of this tropical adul- 
tery - the scuttling pair in the Malaysian morning - had a 
comic aptness that put me m a good mood. 
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The Golden Arrow to Kuala Lumpur 


The two classes on Malaysian Railwa 3 is include eight differ- 
ent varieties of carnage, from the simple cattle car with 
Wooden benches to the teak-panelled sleeper with its wide 
berths, armchair, brass spittoon, and green curtains decorated 
With the raflway motif (a tiger, rampant, savagmg a dowsmg 
But the best place to nde on this ten-hour enp to Kuala 
Lumpur is on the wooden balcony between the coaches This 
windy space, where the verandah of one car meets the veran- 
dah of the other, is about seven feet long there arc over- 
hanging roofs at each end, and on either side are balusters and 
*^ihngs A brass plate warns you m three languages of the 
dangers on this speedmg porch — m fact, you are expressly 
forbidden to nde there — but it is cjuite safe, and that day it 
was certainly safer there than m the lounge car, where five 
Malay soldiers were getting drunk on Anchor beer and abusmg 
the Chmese who passed by them. I had been in the lounge car 
reading, but when the soldiers had overcome their nanvc shy- 
ness with dnnk and began smgmg ‘Ten Green Botdes’, I de- 
cided to move to the balcony Just mside the car a Chinese 
nian had crammed himself mto a luggage rack, where he was 
sulkmg, and below me, on the verandah staus, Malay boys 
^clung, swmging their feet. 

High world pnees for rubber, tin, and palm ofl have made 
Malaysia prosperous, and it seemed as relaxed and unaggressive 
a place as when I had first seen it, m 1969 But the Malay 
smfle is misleading it was shortly after I deaded that it was 
one countnes m the world that Malays came 
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howling out of mosques with white rngs tied around their 
heads. When they were through^ 2,000 Chinese lay dead and 
hundreds of shops had been burned to the ground. Mr Lau, 
who in Thailand had been strolling through the train com- 
plaining loudly about the ten-hour delay, was now seated un- 
easily in the Golden Arrow, hugging his briefcase, svith his bo's 
of fragile samples between his knees. And tlic girl gymnasts j 
from Taiwan were no longer hmbcnng up in the corridors. 
The Chinese had fallen silent* it was a Malay train, and it 
would have been unthinkable for a group of Chinese to be in 
the loimge car, singing (as the Malay soldiers were) ‘RoU Me 
Over m the Clover’, A Malay m third class was more privi- 
leged than a Chinese m first. 

For lunch I had my old favourite, mcc-hoon soup with a 

partly poached egg whisked in among the Chinese cabbage, 

meat scraps, prawn shces, bean sprouts, rice noodles, and a 

number of other atomized ingredients that thicken it to the 

point where it can be eaten with chopsticks. There were no 

tables m the dining car, which was a noodle stall; there were 

sticky counters and stools, and Chinese sitting elbow to elbow, 

shakmg soy sauce over their noodles and calling out to the 

waiters, httle boys m red clogs, carrying beer bottles on tin 
trays. 


poh, the first major stop on the Kuala Lumpur run, has a 
station hotel, a late Victorian Gormenghast with long windows 
coTCred by sombre curtains. The brown drapery hangs in thick 

j and preserving the heat, which is 

paddled around the dining room by ten slow fans All the 
es are set, and the waiter, who might be dead, is propped 
gainst e wall at the far end of the room It is fairly certain 
ere is a smade upstairs waiting to be discovered, and the 
through the high-ceilmged bar are making for 
f planter or disgraced towkay. It is the 

ot that has a skeleton m every closet and a register 
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thick with the pseudonyms of adulterers I once walked into 
the stanon hotel at Ipoh with my httle boy, and as soon as we 
^ crossed the threshold he began to cry His innocent nose had 
smelled what mme couldn’t, and I rushed aw^ with him, 
mhevcd, savounng the well-bemg of dehverance 
I remained on a balcony of the Golden Arrow, listenmg to 
excited talk of the passengers English is spoken m Mal- 
aysia m a nasal bark, a continual elision of words, phrases arc 


Spat and every word-endmg is bitten It is a pared-down 
version of English and sounds for all the world like Chmese 
until one’s ear is tuned to it by the dm of jungle sounds next to 
*he track, the squawks of locusts and macaws, and monkeys 
cleaning their teeth on twanging strips of bamboo This brand 
of English IS devoid of every emotion but whispered hystena, 
It drones m excellent contrast to Malay, which to hear — the 
ghdmg dupheation for the plural and the constant gong of 
^rds like ptsang, kachang, sarong — is almost to understand 
'jThe Malayanized English, used in conversation and seen on 
station notice boards, is easily grasped jen-bot, jadual, setes- 


, yon, tikel, ierafik, and nombor 

Two Indians crept out to the balcony Their size (very 
small) and their demeanor (fearful) said at once they were imt 
of Malaysia. They had the sbghdy reptihan features of the 
fmngnest people Fd seen m Calcutta. The other travellers on 
the balcony, mostly Malays, made way for Aem, and the 
Indians sto^, the turbulence blowmg the wrinkles out of their 
>unt jackets, chattmg softly m their own lan^age. The stations 
«ced by Bidor, Trolak, Tapah, and Klang - names Lke 
science fiction planets - and more fre^ently rubb« estates 
^'ntruded on jungle, a symmetry of ^red and trodto 

paths hemm«l m by classic jungle, han^g Lanas, palms like 
fountains, and a smothermg undergrow* of no^ grecneiy all 
dnppmg m the ram ’We mine tm m T^and tmd Malaya, 

> just like Cornwall m Great Bntam. Mr Thanoo had said on 
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Express, and here were the battered huts, the 

the smoke‘5r hke abandoned ski jumps, 

the smotestacks and the httle hills of washed soil. 

;jtlustry,’ said one of the Indians. 

.^ut not vorking,’ said the other, 
for his ^ Malay boy, mimicking the Indiam 

sallow htrhr ^ ™ O the aftemooD the balcony emptied The 
wt '7 P‘=rced the haze, and the atr had goL stale; it 

niyshou]L™'^-T^°\r'’^'’ stopped the air blanketed 

to prowl fo'* 1 had gone inside to sleep, or perhaps 

the Malav aphrodisiac properties, has inspired 

ae Mday saymg. ‘When the dunans come dowli the sarongs 

balconv le* Indians and me on the 

^ “d “f ■' - 

They were fm ' at a conference m Smgapore. ^ 

Rahman, it was” fa^? *^*““** 

'Are ™ f conference, 

you family planners?’ 

“We are officers,’ said Mr Rahman. 

went to the corflnce ’1°*’“’' 

;D.d you re^ ? '“^y-P'“-,g officers.’ 

papls’"^'® observers,’ said Mr Ghosh. ‘Others read 
‘Interesting?’ 

“oant yes. 

aa a Soa^ ‘ 1 ''''o-ChiId Famdy , 

-on. waseX’de^Stlrl^r’ “ 

-r; r4r r/i:; %r'"" 

formanve of co.trc,. n.,^ ,u ^ ^^racncai, very m- ^ 

^ course. But there are many problems.* ^ 
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“What do you think is the greatest problem in family plan- 
ning?’ 

“Without a doubt, communication,’ said Mr Ghosh 
“In what way?’ 

•Rural areas,’ said Mr Rahman I thought he was gomg to 
add somethmg to ibt*; observanon, but he stroked his Vandyke 
^beard and gazed off the balcony and said, ‘So many guls on 
motor scooters m this country ’ 

I said, ‘Now, you’ve been to the conference nght? And I 
suppose you’re going back to Bangladesh — ^ 

‘Back to Smgapore, then Bangkok by air, then Dacca,’ said 

Mr Ghosh , , , 

‘Right. But when you get back there — I mean, you ve 
all these papers about family planning - what are you gomg 
to do?’ , 

‘Ghosh?’ said Rahman, mwtmg his coUea^ to reply 
Mr Ghosh cleared his throat. He said, ‘There are many 
* problems I should say first we will start st^ghtm^ on ^ 
nculum Curnculum is most important. We must bi^d a 
model- work with a model of aims and 
we trymg to do? What do we aim to achieve? And why? And 
^ ° All those questions answers 

costm^ He cleared bis throat 

must be found, you^o^ u^onnanon’ - he 

spread his bunds to suggest the nz= of the areas that re, «e 

1st create antas of refore.at.on re that orire.O' t«ople «« 
understand importance of our 
‘Where are you gomg to do this? 

‘In umversiues,’ said Mr Ghosh 

^ ^"“h^e ^y umversmes m Bangladesh,’ said Mr Rah- 
“^ou mean you’re going to get the universities to practise 
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‘Hasn’t It been studied before^’ 

‘Not m these new ways,’ said Mr Rahman ‘We haven t got 
areas of information, as Ghosh said. And we have no train ^ 
people Ghosh and myself were the only delegates from Bang 
ladesh at the conference. Now we must take all this knowledge 
back ’ 

‘But why to the universities?’ 

‘Explain,’ said Mr Rahman to Mr Ghosh. 

‘He does not imderstand,’ said Mr Ghosh *Ftrst to o 
universities, theuy when the tramed people are there, to the 
rural areas ’ 

‘What’s the population of Bangladesh?’ 

‘That is a difficult question,’ said Mr Ghosh. ‘There are 
many answers ’ 

‘Give me a rough estimate.’ 

‘Round about seventyffive milhon,’ said Mr Ghosh. 

‘What’s the growth rate?’ 

‘Some say 3 per cent, some say 4,’ said Mr Ghosh ‘You 
see, no work can begin until a proper census is taken 
Do you know when the last census was taken in our country? 
Guess ’ 

T can’t guess.’ 

‘It was years ago ’ 

‘When?’ 

‘So many, I don’t know myself Years and years British 
time Smee then we have had cyclones, wars, floods, so many 
du n gs to add and subtract We cannot begin until we have a 
census ’ 

‘But that could be years from now I ’ 

‘Well, that’s the problem,’ said Mr Rahman 

‘In the meanume the population will get bigger and bigger 
- It’ll be fantastic ’ 

‘You see what I mean^’ said Mr Ghosh. ‘Our people don’t 
know this I can say at the moment they lack jeal.’ 

‘Zeal?’ 



The Golden Arrow to Kuala Lumpur 257 


*¥03, and purpose.’ 

‘May I ask you another quesDon, Mr Ghosh?’ 
‘Go nght ahead You ask so many 1 ’ 

‘How many children do you have?’ 

‘I am ha\’ing four ’ 

‘Mr Rahman?’ 


*1 am having five ’ 

“Is that a good sntc for Bangladesh?’ 

‘Perhaps not. It is harf to say,’ said Mr Rahman ‘We have 
3 statistics ’ 

‘Arc there other family-planiung people hke yourselves in 
angladesh?’ 

‘Many! We have had an ongoing programme for - what? 
It Ghosh — three years? Four years? 

‘Do these other family planners have big famflies or small 

nnihes?’ I asked 

‘Some family planners are having big and some arc having 
mall- * 


*What do you call big?’ 

‘More than five,’ said Mr Rahman. 

‘Well, It’s hard to say,’ said Mr Ghosh 
‘Do you mean more than five m the family 
‘More than five children,’ said Mr Rahman , . 

‘Okay, but If a family planner goes to a ^ge and woM 
gets out that he has five children of his own, how the hcH is he 

going to convmce people tiiat- , 

‘Itissohot,’saidMrRahman.‘I^I^^m^dj 

‘Wery interestmg to talk to you,’ said Mr Ghosh. *1 think 

you are a teacher Your name? 

It was dark when we pulled mto Kuala Lumpur Station, 
which 13 the grandest In soudicast Asia, with onion-domed 
cupolas, minarets, and the general appearance of the Bnghton 
Pavilion, but twenty tunes larger As a monument to Islamic 
influence it is much more persuasive than the mflhon-dollar 
National Mosque down the road, which gets all the tounsts I 
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rushed off the train sind ran to the Bookmg Hall to get a ticket 
for the next tram to Singapore. It was leaving at eleven that 
mght, so I had time to have a quiet beer with an old friend and 
a plate of chicken satay m one of those back lanes that made 
Cocteau call the city ""Kuala Utmpure\ 



23 

The North Star Night Express to 
Singapore 


‘I Wodldn’t go to Singapore if you paid mCj’ said the man 
at the end of the bar in the lounge car He was an inspector in 
the Malaysian pohee, a Tamil Christian named Cedne He 
was getting drunk m the lazy confident way people do when 
they are on a tram and have a long journey ahead of them It 
was overnight to Brngapiore, and the people m the loimge car 
(Chinese at mahjong, Indians at cards, a scrum of Enghsh 
planters and estate managers telhng stones) had the relaxed 
[ook of members in the bar of a Malaysian dub Cedne said 
Singapore had lost its charm. It was expensive, people ignored 
you there It’s the fast life I pity you ’ 

‘Where are you headed for?’ I asked 
•Kluang,’ he said ‘On transfer ’ 

‘Let’s hear it for Kluangl’ said one of the planters “Hipl 
Hipl’ 

The o±ers, his fnends, ignored hun A man near by, with 
his feet wide apart like a male on a quarter deck - it is the 
stance of the railway dnnker — said, “Hugh got his fingers 
burned m Port Swettenham Chap said to him- 

I moved over to Cedne and said, ‘What’s the attraction in 
Kluang?’ Kluang, a small town m Johore State, is the typical 
Malay^an outs ration, with its dub, rest house, rubber estates, 
and its quota of planters going to pieces m their breezy 
buDgfllo^ 

Trouble,’ said Cedne *801 that’s why I like it. See, I’m 
a roughneck.’ There were labour problems with the Tamil 
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rubber-tappers, and I gathered Cedric had been chosen as 
much for his colour as for his size and intimidaung voice. 

‘How do you deal witli troublemakers?' 

‘I use this,' he said, and showed me a hairy fist. ‘Or if we 
can get a conviction, the bloke gets the rotan ’ 

The rotan is a cane - a four-foot rod, about half a finger 
thick. Cedne said that most jail sentences included strokes of ji 
the rotan. The usual number was six strokes j one man in 
Singapore recently got twenty. 

‘Doesn’t it leave a mark?’ 

‘No,’ said an Indian near Cedric. 

‘Yes,’ said Cedne He thought a moment and sipped his 
whisky. ‘Well, it depends what colour you are Some of the 
blokes are pretty dark, and rotan scars don’t show up. But take 
you, for mstance -• it would leave a huge scar on you.’ 

‘So you whip people,’ I said 

‘7 don’t,’ he said. ‘An 5 rway, it’s much worse in Singapore, 
and they’re supposed to be so avihzed. Let’s face it, it hap-r 
pens m every country.’ 

*It doesn’t happen in the States,’ I said. 

‘And It doesn’t happen m U.K.,’ said one of the planters, 
who was eavesdropping on the conversation. ‘They did away 
with the birch years ago.’ 

‘Maybe they should still have it,’ said Cedric. It was a 
gemal challenge 

The planter looked a bit nonplussed, as if he beheved in 
corporal punishment but didn’t want to admit his agreement 
with the views of a man he held m contempt. He said, ‘It’s 
agamst the law m U.K.’ 

I asked Cedne why, if it was such a marvellous solution, he^ 
was bemg sent to Kluang, where obviously they had been^ 
canmg men for years? 

‘You don’t know an 5 rthing,’ he said. ‘It teaches them a good 
lesson Wham! Wham! Then they’re nice and quiet.’ 

As It grew late, some of the drinkers left the lounge car, and 
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Ccdnc (shoutmg ‘Boy!’) told the Tamil barman to open the 
wmdows He obeyed, and m the dark, just above the rumble of 
the tram wheels, there was a contmuous twitter, like amplified 
bubbles rapidly poppmg, and a whme, a vibrant warble that 
was nearly the crackle of a trunk call on a Malaysian tele- 
phone the sound of locusts, frogs, and cnckets, hidden m a 
Jiervadmg dampness that muffled their hubbub 

Cednc finished his dnnk and said, ‘If you’re ever m Kluang 
give me a tinkle. ITl see what I can fix up for you.’ Then he 
staggered out. 

Tecraswamy,’ said one of the planters to the barman, ‘give 
each of these gentlemen a large Anchor and see if you can find 
a whisky for me ’ 

‘There’s someone missmg here,’ said one of the men, look- 
mg around the lounge car ‘Tell me who it is - no prizes.’ 

*Henchl’ said another man ‘Used to stand nght by that 
pillar “Chaniung,” he used to say Christy could that 
dnnk!’ 

‘Doesn’t seem the same without Hench.’ 

‘What do you hear from him?’ 

‘Rafe was m touch with him ’ 

•No, I wasn’t,’ said Rafe T just heard some stones You 
know the ones ’ 

‘Someone said he went bhnd,’ said one was 

pounng beer mto a glass ‘Cheers, Boyce,’ he said, and drank 
‘All the best,’ said Boyce. 

‘I never believed that story,’ said Rafe. 

•Then we heard he vras dead,’ said the third one. 

•Didn’t you say he went to Austraha, Frank?’ 

‘That’s worse than being dead,’ said Boyce. 

^ ‘Cheers, Boyce,’ said Frank. “No, I never said that In fact, 
I thought he was m the Federation somewhere ’ 

•Reminds me,’ said Rafe. ‘Used to be a bloke on the estate 
^ who thought he was gomg blind Irish - complete hypo- 
chondriac, always pulhng down his cheek and showmg you^ 
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horrible eyeball Bloody sickening it was. but cvcr 3 'onc hinn- 
cured him. Anyv/ay, he goes and sees this specialist in Singa* 
pore. Comes back furious. “WhatV wrongs Paddy?” we ask 
And he saysj “That quack doesn’t know a thing about glati- 
coma!”’ 

‘Sounds like Frogget,' said Boyce. 

‘Thank you very much,’ said Frank. 

‘Tcll JRafe about your diabetes,’ said Boyce. 

*I never said I had it,’ Frank complained. Then he spoke to 
Rafe. ‘I just said it was possible One symptom of diabetes - 1 
was readmg this somewhere — is iliat if you piss on your shoe 
and the spot turns white you’re in trouble.’ 

*1 think I’m in trouble,’ said Boyce, lifting his foot to the 
bar 

‘Veiy funny,’ said Frank. 

‘Where are we?’ said Rafe He leaned towards the window 
*I can’t see a thmg. Peeraswamy, what’s the next station^ And 
while you’re at it bring two more beers and a whisky for my 
father here ’ 

‘This IS my last one,’ said Boyce ‘I’ve paid for a berth and 
I’m going to use it.’ 

‘Coming up to Seremban,’ said Peeraswamy, uncapping two 
bottles of beer and sliding over a glass of whisky. 

‘God, I miss Hench,’ said Rafe. ‘He was waiting for his 
chance to go. I never knew that. I hope he’s not dead.’ 

‘Well, I’m off,’ said Frank, and, pickmg up his bottle of 
beer, he added, ‘I’m takmg this with me. Wish I had a 
woman ’ 

When he had gone, Boyce said, ‘I’rn worried about Frog- 
get,’ 

‘That caper about diabetes?’ 

‘That’s only part of it. He’s beginning to behave like Hench 
did just before he disappeared. Secretive, you might say 
Mention Australia sometimes - see what he says He goes all 
queer ’ 
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The whisde blew at Seremban, hushing the insects Rafc 
turned to me ‘Saw you talking to that Indian chap Don’t let 
him worry you In fact, if I were you Td divide everything he 
said by ten Good nighn’ 

Then I was alone at the bar of the North Star Night Ex- 
press At the far end of the car the mahjong game was still m 
'Progress, and the curtains swayed as we left Seremban Some 
*^insects had blown through the windows, they clustered at the 
lights and chased each other in dizzying spirals 
‘Smgapore?’ said Peeraswamy 
I said yes, diaPs where I was going 
‘Last year I myself in Smgapore.’ He had gone down for 
Thatpusam, he said He had earned a kavadu Thatpnsam, a 
Tamil festival, has been banned in India. It is encouraged m 
Singapore, for the tounsts, who photograph the frenzied Tam- 
ils parading to Tank Road with metal skewers through their 
cheeks and arms The Tamils meet at a particular temple m 
, the mormng, and after being pierced by long skewers and 
havmg limes hung all over their bodies with fishhooks, carry 
enormous wooden shnnes on their heads about two miles to 
another temple I was mterested that Peeraswamy had done it, 
I asked him about it 

‘I have sixteen - one-six - what you call them, kmves? - m 
body Here, here, and here. One sdckmg through tongue. Also 
hooks m knees and up here, m my soldiers 

*1 do this because wife gettmg pregnant ready, and I wor- 
ned I pray-pray for this matter, and son come out ready, so I 
give the thanks for my god Murugam, brother to Subram- 
amam. I make more prayers We cannot sleep on the bed, 
caimot sleep on the pillow Only can sleep on the floor imtil 
^ two weeks. Then, one week before, we cannot take the meat, 
just milk - banana and the fruits I go to temple. Other people 
there, maybe one hundred or two I pray ready, I take bath. 
The padre come and we make songs’ - he showed me how he 
sang, clasping his hands under his chin, bulgmg his eyes, and 
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jerking his head back and forth — ‘and after songs is coming 
ready, we pray ready. The god comes-inside ! We hurry, can- 
not wait Tlie padre take the tongue and pop ! Pop with the 
knives, pop with the hooks ready - no blood from kmves, not 
hurting - can even loll me 1 1 not care ! The song come and the 
god come and we don’t know anythmg. We want to go out, not 
want to stop They put in kmves, hooks, what, and we just 
walk ready. 

‘The crowd follow - lot of people The traffic stop - aU cars 
let us pass - and my wife and sister pray-pray and the god 
come mside them and they faint. I don’t see anythmg. I go 
fast, almost runmng down Serangoon Road, Orchard Road, 
Tank Road, and three times around the temple. The padre is 
there He pray and putting the powder on face and take out the 
pop We don’t know anything - just faint inside the temple,’ 

Peeraswamy was out of breath. He smiled. I bought him a 
bottle of Green-Spot and then set off for my compartment, 
bangmg my shoulders as I felt my way down the corridor of 
the speedmg train. 


* 

I got up early to be on the balcony for the crossmg of the 
causeway from Johore Bahru But I was met in the corridor by 
two men, who blocked my way and demanded to see my pass- 
port One said, ‘Smgapore immigration ’ 

‘Your hair is radda rong,’ said the other. 

And yours is rather short,’ I said, feehng that one imperti- 
nence deserved another. But accordmg to Smgapore law the 
immigration officers were witfam their rights to refuse me entry 
if they thought my hair was untidy. Smgapore pohce, who 
have virtually no effect on the extortionists griH murderers m 
the C h i n ese secret societies, are m the habit of frog-marchmg 
long-haired youths mto the Orchard Road pohce station to 
shave their heads. 
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‘How much money you have?’ 

‘Enough}’ I said Now the tram was on the causeway, and I 
was eager to have a look at the Strait of Johore. 

‘Exact amount.’ 

‘Six hundred dollars ’ 

‘Smgapore currency?* 
r ‘Amencan.’ 

‘Show’ 

When every dollar had been counted they gave me an entry 
visa. By then I had missed the causeway The North Star was 
rolling past the wooded marshland on the northern part of the 
island to the Jurong Road I assoaated this road with debt 
five years before, I drove down it in the mornings to take my 
wife to work It was always cool when we left the house, but so 
quickly did the nsmg sun heat the island that it was neatly 
80 by the tune my small boy (carsick m his wicker seat) and 
I got back - he to his amah, I to my unfinished Afncan novel 
It was cunous, travelling across the island, having one’s mem- 
' ory jogged by the keen smells of the market near Bufcit Timah 
Circus and ±e sight of the tropical plants I loved - the palms 
by the tracks called pmang rajah, which have feathery ^nds 
gathered at the top and look like cercmomal umbrellas, and the 
plants that spray green plumes from the fissures and boles of 
every old tree m Singapore, the lush ornament called ‘ghost 
leaf that gives the detest tree life I felt kmdly towards 
Singapore - how could I feel otherwise in a place where one of 
my children was bom, where I wrote three books and freed 
myself from the monotonous routme of teachmg? My life had 
begun there Now we were passmg Queenstown, where Anne 
had taught night-school classes in Macbeth, Outram Road 
^ General Hospital, where I’d been treated for dengue, and the 
island m the harbour - there, through the trees - where, on 
vanous Sunday outmgs, we had been caught m a terrifying 
storm, and seen a thick poisonous sea snake, and been passed 
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(‘Don’t let the children see!’) by a human corpse so old and 
buoyant it spun in the breeze like a beach toy. 

Singapore Station is scheduled for demolition because its 
granite frieze of Anglo-Saxon muscle men posed as ‘Agri- 
culture’, ‘Commerce’, ‘Industry’, and ‘Transport’ is thought to 
be as outmoded as the stone sign on the wall* federated 
MALAY STATES RAILWAY. Singapore thinks of itself as an 
island of modernity in a backward part of Asia, and many 
people who visit confirm this by snapping pictures of new 
hotels and apartment houses, which look like juke boxes 
and filing cabmets respectively. Pohtically, Singapore is as 
pmmtive as Burundi, with repressive laws, paid informers, a 
dictatorial government, and jails full of pohtical prisoners. 
Socially, it is hke rural India, with households dependent on 
washerwomen, amahs, gardeners, cooks, and lackeys. At the 
factory, workers - who, hke everyone else in Smgapore, are 
forbidden to strike - are paid low wages. The media are dull 
beyond belief because of the heavy censorship. Singapore is a 
small island, 227 square mil es at low tide, and though the 
government refers to it grandly as ‘the Republic’, m Asian 
terms it is htde more than a sand bank - but a sand bank that 
has been enriched by foreign investment (Singaporeans are 
great assemblers of apphances) and the Vietnam War. Its 
small size makes it easy to manage* immigration is stncdy 
controlled, family planning is pervasive, no one is allowed to 
attend the university until he has a secunty clearance to show 
he is demonstrably meek, Chinese (from America, Hong 
Kong, and Taiwan) are encouraged to settle there, and every- 
one else is encouraged to leave. The police in Singapore are 
assigned to the oddest tasks; the courts are filled with the 
unlikeliest cr imin al s . In what other country on earth would one 
see such items in the paper? 
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Eleven contractors^ three householders and a petrol-kiosk pro- 
pnetor, vi^ere fined a total of $6,035 yesterday for breeding 
mosquitoes 

Tan Teck Sen, 20, unemployed, was fined $20 for shouting m 
the lobby of the Cockpit Hotel yesterday 

Four people were fined $750 yesterday under the Destruction 
of Discasc-Bcanng Insects Act for allowmg insects to breed. 

Sulaimen MoTiammed was fined $30 yesterday for throwmg a 
piece of paper mto a dram at the 15}- mile, Woodlands Road 

Seven or eight years is not an uncommon sentence for a 
political offence, and c rimin al offences usually mcludc a whip- 
ping An ahen can be deported for havmg long hair, and any- 
one can be fined up to $500 for spittmg or throwmg paper on 
the ground Essentially, these laws are passed so that foreign 
tourists will come to Smgapore and, if the news gets out that 
Singapore is dean and well disaplmed, then Amencans will 
want to set up factones and employ the nonstrflang Smga- 
poreans The government emphasizes control, but m such a 
small place control is not hard to achieve 
Here is a soaety where newspapers are censored and no 
endasm of the government is tolerated, where television is a 
bland confecdon of quiz shows, Amencan and Bndsh situadon 
comedies, and patnodc programmes, where mail is tampered 
with and banks are forced to disdose the pnvate accounts of 
their dients It is a soaety where there is hterally no privacy 
and where the government is m complete controL This is the 
Singaporeans’ idea of technological advance 

How would you like to live m a futunsac Singapore where 
^ mail and newspapers arrive at your home electromcally by 
facsimile ‘prmt-out’? 

Soimds like saence fiedon, but to the Acting General Manager 
of the Singapore Telephone Board, Mr Frank Loh, they could 
^ 'become reahty before long* 
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He said, T)evelopments in telecommunicauons have already 
done much to change the pattern of our lives Concepts such as 
the “wired aty” in which a single cable to each home or office 
would handle all communication needs could soon be put into 
practice.’ 

Loh, who was speakmg on ‘Telephone Communication’ 
at the convennon of the Smgaporc-Malaysia Institutes of Engi- 
neers, gave more details of such exciting developments which the < 
future holds. 

‘Imagme,’ he said, ‘at your home communication centre, both 
mail and newspapers might arrive electromcally delivered by 
facsimile “print-out”.’ 

(Straits Times, 20 November 1973) 

It struck me as a kind of technology that reduced freedom, and 
in a society that was basically an assembly plant for Western 
busmess mterests, depending on the goodwill of washerwomen 
and the cowardice of students, this technology was useful for 
all sorts of programmes and campaigns. In a ‘wired dty’ you 
wouldn’t need wall space for Singapore wants small 
FAMILIES and PUT YOUR HEART INTO SPORTS and 
REPORT ANYTHING SUSPICIOUS you would Simply Stuff 
It mto the wire and send it mto every home. 

But that is not the whole of Smgapore. There is a fnnge, 
latterly somewhat narrower than it was, where life continues 
aimlessly, unimpeded by the pohee or the Mimstry of Tech- 
nology. On this fringe, which is thick with bars, people cele- 
brate Saturday with a curry lunch and dnnk beer all afternoon, 
saymg, ‘Smgapore’s a shambles - Tm gomg to Austraha,’ or 
‘You were lucky to get out when you did.’ It is a place where 
nearly everyone talks of leavmg, but no one goes, as if in 
leavmg he would have to accoimt for aU those empty, wasted 
years playmg the slot machmes at the Swimmmg Club, sign- 
mg chits at the Staff House, toying with a coffee, and waitmg 
for the m ail to arrive. On the fnnge there are still a few 
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brothels, massage parlours, coffee shops, and discounts for old 
fnends, there arc fans instead of air conditioners, and some of 
the bars have verandahs where in the evening a group of 
drinkers might find a half-hour’s diversion in watchmg a fat 
gecko loudly gobble a sausage fly 

It was a gecko on the wall that provoked the reflection that 
sent me away I was staying at The Mess, a tall airy house on 
a leafy hill, and I rcahzcd that I had been stanng at a gecko on 
the wall for fifteen rmnutes or more It was an old habit, begun 
m boredom. It seemed as if I had been in Singapore a long 
time ago, when 1 was young and didn’t know anything, and 
being there this second ume, after two years’ absence, I had a 
glimpse of this other person It is possible at a distance to 
maintam the fiction of former happiness — childhood or school 
days - and then you return to an early setting and the years 
fall away and you see how bitterly unhappy you were. I had 
felt trapped m Singapore, I felt as if I was being destroyed 
by the noise - the hammering, the traffic, the radios, the yell- 
mg — and I had discovered most Singaporeans to be rude, 
aggressive, cowardly, and inhospitable, full of vague raaal 
fears and responsive to any bullying authonty I bcheved it to 
be a loathsome place many of my students thought so too and 
they couldn’t imagme why anyone would wilhngly stay there. 
At last I left, and on this return I could not imagine, watching 
this gecko, why I had stayed three years there, perhapis it was 
the deceived hesitation I had called patience, or maybe it was 
my lack of money I was certain that I would not make the 
same mistake agam, so after seeing a few fnends - and every- 
one told me he was plamung to leave soon - I flew out The 
previous day I had spent at a dub where I had once been a 
member The secretary of this dub was an overbearmg man 
With a maniacal laugh, but he had been m Singapore smee the 
thirties He was a real old-timer, people said I asked about 
him. ‘You a fnend of his?’ said the man at the bar I said I 
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knew him. Td keep that qmet if I were you Last month he 
did a bunk with 180.000 dollars of the dub’s money,' Like 
me - like everyone I knew in Smgapore - he had just been 
waiting for his chance to go. 



24 

The Saigon-Bien Hoa Passenger Train 


I WENT to Vietnam to take the tram, people have done 
stranger thmgs m that country The Trans- Vietnam Railway, 
which the French called the Transmdochtnots, took over thirty- 
three years to build, but m 1942, a short six years after it was 
finished, it was blown to bits and never repaired A colomal 
cpnfecnon, like one of those French dishes that take ages to 
prepare and are devoured swiftly a bnef dehcacy that is 
mosdy labour and memory The hne went along the beautiful 
coast few of our reluctant janizanes have praised, from 
Saigon to Hanoi, but now it is m pieces, like a worm chopped 
up for bait, a section here and there twitchmg with signs of 
hfc It is mined by the Viet Cong - even more funously smce 
the cease-fire (which is, willy-nilly, a painful euphemism), it is 
also mined by local truckers, cash-dnven terrorists who beheve 
the contmuance of these railway fragments (to Dalat, to Hu6, 
to Tuy Hoa) will prevent them from cammg the hvelihood 
Amencans have taught them to expect. Like much else m 
Vicmam, the railway is m nuns - m northern Binh Dinh 
Provmce ±e hne has been turned mto nee fields — but the 
amazing thing is that part of it is snll runnmg The Deputy 
Director of Viemam Railways, Tran Mong Chau, a short man 
with thick glasses, told me, ‘We can’t stop the railway 
We keep it running and we lose money Maybe we do 
some repairs If we stop it everyone will know we’ve lost the 
war’ 

Tran Mong Chau warned me against gomg from Nha 
Trang to Tuy Hoa, but said I might enjoy the run from 
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Saigon to Bien Hoa - there were fourteen trips a day. He 
warned me that it was not like an American train. That 
particular warning (though how was he to know?) is like a 
recommendation. 

Outside the ofi&ce I asked Dialj my American translatorj a 
Manne turned cultural-affairs escort (he had - and smiled at 
the lechery in the phrase - made a ‘lateral entry’) : ‘Do you 
think It’s safe to take the train to Bien Hoa?’ 

‘About a month ago the VC hit it,’ Dial said. ‘They got six 
or seven of the passengers in an ambush. They stopped the 
tram with a piUar of salt - then they started shooting.’ 

‘Maybe we should forget it.’ 

‘No, It’s secure now. Anyway, I’ve got a gun ’ 

At breakfast the next morning, Cobra One - this was the 
code name of my American host in Saigon - told me that the 
Vietnam Tourist Board wanted to see me before I took the 
tram to Bien Hoa, I said Fd be glad to pay them a visit. We 
were eating on the roof of Cobra One’s large house, enjoying 
the coolness and the fragrance of the flowermg trees. From 
time to time a low-flymg helicopter paddled past, weavmg 
between the housetops. Cobra One said there was going to be 
a big campaign to attract tourists to Vietnam. I suggested that 
the idea might be rather premature - after aU, the war was still 
on. 

‘You’d never know it here,’ said Cobra One’s wife, Cobra 
Two She looked up from her newspaper. Below us m the 
centre of the compound there was a swimming pool, set amidst 
flower beds and rows of palms. A far wall held a coil of barbed 
wire, but that only made it seem more like Smgapore, There 
was a hedge of red hibiscus along the driveway and clusters of 
giant ferns, and a man m a yellow shirt rakmg the gravel paths 
xmder the laburnum trees Cobra Two, strikmg m her silk 
robe, kicking a furry shpper up and down, and ratdmg Stars 
and Stripes, said, ‘Some of the best - hey, what hemisphere is 
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‘Eastenij’ said Cobra One 

‘Right Some of the best lays m the eastern hemisphere are 
right m this compound ’ 


The oflBcc of the Dircrtor of Plannmg of the Commission for 
Vietnam Tourism was decorated m red velvet from floor to 
ceilmg, and there were nbbons on the margins of the walls 
We seemed to be sittmg m an empty box of expensive choco- 
lates I said I didn’t have much time, smce I was gomg to take 
the train to Bien Hoa. The Director of Plannmg and the 
Deputy Commissioner exchanged uneasy glances Vo Doan 
Chau, the Director, said the tram was m bad shape - what I 
should do, he said, was to take a car to Vung Tau and go 
swimirung ‘Vietnam is famous for its beaches,’ he said 
Famous for its beaches! ‘And much else,’ I was gomg to 
say, but Tran Luong Ngoc, the Amencan-tramed Deputy 
Commissioner, launched mto the explanation of the campaign. 
They were gomg all-out for tourists, he said, and they had 
devised a pubhaty gimmick that could not fail, the Follozo 
Me! scheme Posters were bemg prmted showmg pretty Viet- 
namese girls m places like Danang, Hui, and Phu Quoc 
Island, and the slogan on the posters would be follow me I 
These posters (pleiku - follow me!, dalat - 
FOLLOW me!) would be sent all over the world, but most of 
the campaign money would be spient to encourage tourists m 
the Umted States and Japan. Mr Ngoc gave me a stack of 
brochures with ndes like Lovely Hud and Visit Vtet-Narn, 
and he asked me if I had any questions 
‘About those beaches,’ I said 

‘Very mce beaches,’ said Mr Ngoc ‘Also woods and green- 
ery ’ 

‘Viemam has everythmg,’ said Mr Chau 
‘But the tourists might be a bit worried about gettmg shot,’ 
I said 
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‘Noncombat areas!’ said Mr Ngoc. *What to wony about? 
You’re travelling around the country yourself, no?’ 

‘Yes, and I’m womed.’ 

‘My advice to you,’ said Mr Ngoc, ‘is donh worry. We 
expect many tourists. We think they will be Americans, and 
maybe some Japanese. The Japanese like to travel,’ 

‘They might prefer to go to Thailand or Malaysia,’ I said. 
‘They have mce beaches, too.’ 

‘They are so commercialized,’ said Mr Chau ‘They have 
big hotels and roads and crowds of people They are not very 
mteresting - 1 have seen them. In Vietnam the tounsts can go 
back to nature!’ 

‘And we have hotels,’ said Mr Ngoc. *Not five-star hotels, 
but sometimes air-conditioned or electric fan Minim um com- 
fort, you can say. And we have that bungalow, built for 
President Johnson when he visited. It could be turned mto 
something. We don’t have very much at the moment but we 
have plenty of scope.’ 

^Plenty of scope,’ said Mr Chau. ‘We will appeal to their 
curiosity - people m America. So man y had fnends or rela- 
tives m Vietnam They have heard so much about this 
country ’ Soimding distmctly ommous he said, ‘Now they can 
find out what it is really like.’ 

Mr Ngoc said, Tlaces like Bangkok and Singapore are just 
commercial That’s not mteresting. We can offer spontaneity 
and hospitality, and smce our hotels aren’t very good we could 
also appeal to the more adventurous There are many people 
who like to explore the unknown Then these people can go 
back to the States and tell their fnends they saw where this or 
that battle was fought—’ 

‘They can say, “I slept in the bunker at Pleiku !” ’ said Mr 
Chau. 

There were really two selling points, the beaches and the 
war. But the war was still on, m spite of the fact that nowhere 
in the forty-four-page booklet entitled Visit Viet-Nam was 
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fighting menaoned, excqit the obhque statement, ‘English 
[language] is making rapid progress under the pressure of 
contemporary events’, which might have been a subde refer- 
ence to the Amencan occupation and perhaps to the war At 
that time - December 1973 - 70,000 people had been killed 
smee the cease-fire, but the Commission for Vietnam Tourism 
was advertising Hu6 (a devastated aiy of muddy streets, 
occasionally shelled) as a place of ‘scemc beauty where 
histone monuments, yards and porticoes bear the mark of its 
glonous past’, and urging visitors to Danang to travel six miles 
south of ±e aty to see ‘brilliant stalactites and stalagmites’, 
not mendonmg the fact that there was still fierce fightmg m 
that very area, where g unm en hid m the grottoes near Marble 
Mountain. 

Before I left the office, Mr Chau took me aside ‘Don’t go to 
Bien Hoa by tram,’ he said 
I asked him why 

‘That IS the worst tram m the world,’ he said He was 
embarrassed that I should want to take it. 

But I insisted, and, wishmg him well with his campaign to 
attract tourists to the battlefields, I set off for the stauon 
There is no sign on Saigon Stauon, and, though I was perhaps 
fifty feet away from it, no one m the area knew where it was I 
found It purely by chance, cutung through an Air Viemam 
Ucket office, but even when I got on the platform I was not 
sure It was the railway stauon there were no passengers and 
no trains at the platform The tram, it turned out, was a short 
distance up the hne, but it was not due to leave for twenty 
minutes The carnages were battered green boxes, some 
wooden (with protruding splinters) and some metal (with 
dents) The seaung arrangements, a narrow bench nmmng 
along the walls of the carnage, was neither comfortable nor 
convenient, and most of the passengers were standing They 
smiled, clutching their very discouraged ducks and chickens 
and their cruelly sunburned half-Amencan infants 
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There was another even older tram parked on the far side of 
the yard. Attracted by the wrought-iron railings on die porches 
— a French feature of the car — I sauntered over I chmbcd into 
this sennderehct train and heard a sharp howl of complaint. A 
girl jumped up two cars away (I saw her figure framed by the 
broken doors) and pulled on a pair of jeans Then I saw a boy 
fussmg with his clothes. I started off in the opposite direction 
and ran mto two sleepmg herom addicts, both pimply girls 
with tattoos and needle scars on their arms. One woke and 
shouted at me. I hurried away there were other lovers on the 
tram, and children, and menacing-looking youths poking 
through the cars. But the train had no engme : it wasn’t gomg 
anywhere 

The stationmaster, weanng a plastic-visored cap, crossed 
the track, wavmg to me. I hopped out of the derehct tram and 
went over to shake his hand Laughing sheepishly, he ex- 
plamed that it was not this tram that was gomg to Bien Hoa 
but that one, and he pomted to the Ime of bulgmg boxcars I 
headed for one of the cars and was about to swing myself up 
when the stationmaster called out, ‘No ! No !’ 

He motioned for me to follow him, and, still laughmg, he 
led me to the tail end of the tram, where there was qmte a 
different sort of railway car This wooden carnage, vsuth a 
kitchen and three sleepmg compartments and a large lounge, 
was obviously a rehc from the Transindochinois, and, though 
It was not luxunous even by Indian standards, it was com- 
fortable and spaaous It was, said the stationmaster, the 
director’s the director had requested that I nde m it We got 
m, the stationmaster nodded to the signalman, and the tram 
started up 

A free nde m the director’s personal railway car, to con- 
foimd the unreahty of the place still further it was not what I 
expected — not m Vietnam. But this emphasis on pnvilege is a 
version of Amencan extravagance It is a function of the war, 
which produced an obhgmg system for conditio nin g the sym- 
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pathy of visitors, all of whom (for the nsks they beheved they 
were takmg) wanted to be treated like VIPs Every visitor was 
a potential pubhost, the irony being that even the most funous 
dove was afforded the unhrmted credit and comfort on which 
he could preen his sensibihties mto outrage This hospitably, 
heightened by the natural generosity of the Vietnamese, con- 
tmues It was almost shameful to accept it, for it had its 
origins m the same plan a company develops when it cynically 
mounts a campaign to popularize an unsuccessful product It 
distorted the acmal But I reserved my scorn the Viemamese 
had inherited cumbersome and expensive habits of wasteful- 
ness 

We sat around the table m the lounge that took up a third of 
the director’s carnage The stanonmastcr put his cap away and 
smoo±ed his hair He said that after the Second World War he 
had been offered a number of well-paying jobs, but he chose 
instead to go back to his old job on the railway He liked trams 
and he beheved Vicmam Railways had a great future ‘After 
we reopen the hne to Loc Ninh,’ he said, ‘then we go to 
Turkey ’ 

I asked him how this was possible 

‘We go up to Loc Ninh, then we build a hne to Phnom 
Penh That goes to Bangkok, no? Then somewhere, some- 
where and somewhere - maybe India? - then Turkey There 
is a railway m Turkey ’ 

He was certam Turkey was just over the hill, and the only 
difficulty he envisaged - mdccd, it seemed a characteristic of 
the South Viemamese grasp of pohucal geography - was gct- 
tmg Loc Ninh out of the hands of the Viet Cong and laymg 
, track through the swamps of Cambodia. His transcontmental 
railway vision, takmg m eight vast countnes, had a smgle 
snag cvictmg the enemy from this small local border town 
For the Viemamese atizen the rest of the world is simple and 
. peaceful, he has the egoism of a sick man, who behevcs he is 
the only Unlucky sufferer m a healthy wodd 
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The stationmasicr said, ‘Sometimes we get ambushed here. 
A few weeks ago some four people were killed by rifle fire.’ 

I said, ‘Perhaps we should dose the windows then/ 

‘Hal Very goodl’ he said, and translated the joke for his 
deputy, who was setting out glasses of Coca-Cola. 

It was a singlc-hnc track, but squatters had moved their 
huts so close to it, I could look into their windows and across 
rooms where children sat playing on the floor, I could smell 
the cooking food - fish and bhstcnng meat — and see people 
waking and dressing; at one window a man in a hammock 
swung inches from my nose There was fruit on the w'lndow 
sills, and it stirred - an orange beginning to roll - as the train 
sped by. I have never had a stronger feeling of being in the 
houses 1 was passmg, and I had a continuous sense of mter- 
ruptmg with my face some domesue rouunc. But I was 
imagining the intrusion the people in those poor houses 
seemed not to notice the strangers at their windows. 

From the back of the train I could see the market women 
and children reoccupymg the track, and once - a swift sight of 
a leaping man — I thought I saw an Amencan, m beard and 
flapping pyjamas, tall, hght, round-shouldered, but with large 
reveahng feet and a long stnde He disappeared between two 
tottermg wooden buildings and was enclosed by lines of faded 
laundry. This was in one of the most crowded slums m the 
Saigon outskirts, and the glimpse of this man, who was the 
wrong size for the place - his ungainhness emphasizing his 
height over all the others - made me inqmre about him later. 
Dial told me he was probably a deserter, one of about two 
hundred who remain m the country, mainly in the Saigon area. 
Some are heroin addicts, some work at legitimate jobs and 
have Vietnamese wives, and some are thugs — much of the 
breaking and entering in Saigon is attnbutable to the enmm- 
ally versatile deserters they know what to take at the PX; 
they can steal cars with greater anonymity than the Viet- 
namese. Hone of these men has identity papers, and Viemam 
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IS a hard country to leave Their only hope is to tahe a boat up 
the Mekong and cross into Thafland, or they could surrender 
It was an odd commuruty of practically nameless fugitives, 
and the idea of them - of that bearded man m pyjamas cross- 
mg the track on that very bnght day, bnefly exposed - filled 
me with cunosity and pity m the same degree. I saw m them a 
fictional possfbflity, a situation containing both a nddle and 
some dues for solvmg it If one were to wnte about Vietnam 
m any coherent way one would have to begm with these out- 
siders i 

I left the pnvate car and moved through the tram It was 
filled with hombly mutilated people, amputees with rounded 
stumps, soldiers m wnnkled uniforms, and old men with 
stnngy beards, learung on walkmg socks A blmd man wearmg 
a straw Stetson was playmg a gmtar and smgmg tundessly for 
a group of soldiers But it was not entirely a tram of decrepit 
and abandoned people. The impression I had on the tram to 
Bien Hoa, one that stayed vnth me throughout my time m 
Vietnam, was of the resourcefulness of the Vietnamese. It 
seemed mcrcdible, but here were schoolgiris with book bags, 
and women with huge bundles of vegetables, and men with 
trussed fowl, and others, standmg at the doors of what were 
essentially freight cars, off to work m Bien Hoa. After so many 
years one expected to see them defeated, the surprise was that 
they were more than survivors From the cruel mterruptions of 
war they had stubbornly salvaged a routme school, market, 
factory At least once a month the tram was ambushed, and 
‘the offensive’ was spoken about with the tone of mevitabihty 
people use about monsoons But these passengers made their 
dafly top It was a dangerous journey They were resigned to 
danger For them hfc would never change,, and the menace of 
the enemy was as predictable and changeless as the weather 
A lady with a half-Amencan baby follovred me through the 
cars, and when I stopped at one couplmg to make a cautious 
jump she tugged my arm and toed to hand him over It was a 
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child of about two, with fair skin, plump, round-eyed. I smiled 
and shrugged. She showed me his face, pinching his cheeks, 
and offered him He began to cry and then the lady started to 
speak loudly, and a small group of people gathered to listen. 
She was pomtmg at me, gesturmg with the child in accusa- 
uon. 

1 

‘We’d better move on,’ said Dial. 

He explamed that the baby had been abandoned. The 
woman had found it and was caring for it. But it was not hers 
- It was an Amencan child She wanted to give the child to me, 
and she couldn’t understand why I didn’t want it She was still 
shoutmg - I could hear her clearly as we moved through the 
next crowded car. 

We made our way as far as the engine, a new diesel, and 
then into the engme itself and along the balcony to the front 
platform, facmg the wmd and sqmntmg each time the whistle 
blew But the view was not inspinng, and pomtmg to a hill on 
the nght Dial said, ‘That’s where the VC launched a rocket 
attack a few weeks ago But don’t worry - they’re not there 
now They rush m, fire a few rockets, and then beat it ’ 
Hangmg on the balcony rail at the front of the train, I could 
see the hne stretchmg before us, and beyond that the yellow 
ruined landscape, bare of trees, at the horizon of which Bien 
Hoa lay, a jumble of grey roofs and chimneys The wmd stank 
of excrement, and all along the tracks there was a vile flood of 
shit, worse that anythmg I had seen in India, brimming nght 
up to the hne and still flowmg from open drams that led down 
the bank from setdements of huts They were not crudely built 
squatters’ shacks these were small houses, built by contrac- 
tors, whose existence had some ofi&aal sanction The houses 
with no drams They were appropriate m a country where 
great roads led nowhere, where planes flew to no purpose, and 
the government was just another self-servmg tyranny. The 
conventional view was that the Amencans had been impenal- 
ists, but that IS an inaccurate jibe The Amencan mission was 
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purely sentenuous and military, nowhere was there evidence 
of the usual muniapal preoccupations of a colonizing power — 
road-mending, dramage, or permanent buildmgs In Saigon, 
the embassy and the Abraham Lmcoln Library exhausted the 
services of the one architect who was sent m rune years These 
two buildmgs will survive an offensive because that architect 
learned to mcorporate a rocket-screen mto a decorative feamre 
of the outside wall - but this is not much of an achievement 
compared to the French-built post ofiBce, cathedral, the several 
schools, the sohd dubs like the Cerde Sporof Saigonnais, and 
all the grand residences, of which Ckibra One’s was a fairly 
modest example. And out here m the suburbs of Bien Hoa, 
created by the pressure of Amcncan occupanon, the roads 
were falling to pieces and cholera streamed mto the back- 
yards Plannmg and mamtenance characterize even the bnefest 
and most brutish empire, apart from the institution of a legal 
system there aren’t many more unpenal virtues But Amen- 
cans weren’t pledged to mamtam There is Bien Hoa Station, 
built fifty years ago It is fallmg down, but that is not the 
pomt. There is no sign that it was ever mended by the Amen- 
cans, even saggmg under its corona of barbed wire it looks a 
good deal sturdier than the hangars at Bien Hoa airbase. 

“If the VC had hit this tram,’ said Dial at Bien Hoa Station, 
hoppmg off the engme, Sve would have been the first to get 
snuffed ’ 


♦ 

That afternoon I gave a lecture - my usual vapoutmg about 
the novel - at Van Hanh Umversity m Saigon It ehated a 
number of antagonistic questions about the position of blacks 
m Amenca, which I lephed to as honestly as I could Afteiv 
wards the rector, the Venerable Thldi Huyen-Vi, a Buddhist 
monk, gave me an inscribed copy of his doctoral thesis, ‘A 
Crmcal Study of The Life and Works of Sdnputta Thera’, 
and I went off to the Cerde Spomf 
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‘Here we are in beleaguered Saigon,’ said Cobra One He 
took me around the ten acres where Chinese, Vietnamese, and 
perhaps a dozen languid Frenchmen were playing games (bad- 
mmton, tenms, fencing, judo, ping-pong, bowling) imder the 
hghted trees We had a game of bilhards and then went to 
a restaurant. There were lovers purring at some tables and 
‘ - openmg a branch’ drifted from a group of men. Cobra One 
said, Tlere we are in beleaguered Saigon.’ We went to a night- 
club on Tu Do, Saigon’s main street. It was very dark mside. 
We were served with ice cubes m our glasses of beer. Then a 
red h^t came on and a Vietnamese girl in a miniskirt sang a 
qmck-tempo version of ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone?’ 
The heads bobbing m the semidarkness were those of people 
dancmg spiritedly to the song. I saw Cobra One gesturing at 
the end of the table and heard, just above the smger’s twang- 
ing voice, ‘ - beleaguered Saigon’. 

The next day I flew - there was no train - to the delta town 
of Can Tho m a plane that had a wrinkled silver fuselage, like 
tinfoil from an old cigarette pack. Can Tho was once the 
home of thousands of GIs With the brothels and bars closed. 
It had the abandoned look of an unused fairground after a busy 
summer. In all that decrepitude a wilfulness was revealed, 
we didn’t want to stay in Vietnam, and so no vision of the 
country, except abstract notions of political and mflitary order, 
were ever formed The airport at Can Tho was almost des- 
troyed and the main street was nddled with potholes; all the 
recent buildmgs had a tawdry temporary design — prefabs, 
huts, shelters of plywood They will fall down soon — some 
already have been looted and pulled down for the lumber — 
and in a matter of time, very few years, there will be litde 
evidence that the Americans were ever there. There are pois- 
oned nee fields between the straggling fingers of the Mekong 
Delta and there are himdreds of blond and fuzzy-haired chil- 
dren, but m a generation even these imusual features will 
change. 
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The Hue-Danang Passenger Train 


i 


From the air, the grey unreflecting water of the South China 
Sea looked ice cold, there were round Buddhist graves all 
through the marshes, and the royal aty of Hud lay half-buned 
m drifts of snow But this was wet sand, not snow, and those 
circular graves were bomb craters Hud had a bizarre appear- 
ance. There had been plenty of barbed wire on the bamcades 
but httlc war damage m Saigon, m Bien Hoa there were 
bombed-out houses, m Can Tho stones of ambushes and a 
hospital full of casualties But m Hud I could sec and smell 
• the war it was muddy roads rutted by army trucks and people 
runrung through the ram with bundles, bandaged soldiers 
trampmg through the monsoon shme of the wrecked town or 
peering across their nfle barrels from the backs of overloaded 
trucks The movements of the people had a distressed simul- 
taneity Symmetncal coils of barbed wire obstructed most 
streets, and houses were sloppily sandbagged The next day, m 
the tram. Cobra One (who had come with Cobra Two and 
Dial for the ride) said, Txiok - every house has its own bullet 
hole I * It was true few houses were vnthout a violent gouge 
and most had a senes of ragged plugs tom out of their walls 
The whole town had a dark brown look of violation, the 
^ smirches of raids among swellmg puddles It held some traces 
of nnjjcrial design (Vietnamese, French) but this dehcacy was 
httlc more than a broken promise 

And It was very cold, with the sudden chUl from the low sky 
-- and the drizzle clinging m damp rooms I paced up and down, 
huggmg myself to keep warm, durmg my lecture at the Um- 
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versity of Hue - a colonial building, in fact, not academic at 
all, but rather what was once a fancy shop called Monn 
Brothers, which outlying planters used as a guest house and 
provisioner I lectured in one of the former bedrooms, and 
from the windy balcony I could see the negleaed courtyard, 
the cracked fishpond, the peebng shutters on the windows of 
the other rooms 

Later we drove to a bluff above the Royal Tombs, on the 
Perfume River. ‘That’s VC terntory,’ said Mr McTaggart, 
the local USIS ofl5aal He was a genial white-haired man, 
who cooked his own meals and sometimes rode his bicycle out 
here and practised his Vietnamese with the sentries on the 
bluff Across the nver, the Viet Cong terntory was a number 
of scalped hills* it had been defohated But there was still 
shooting now and then An ARVN boat would chug close to 
the enemy bank and spend an afternoon finng into the hflls, 
not at a particular target, but more hke the French man-of- 
war m Heart of Darkness that aimlessly — msanely, Conrad 
says -■ shells the Afncan jungle I must come dunng the hot 
season, one of the Vietnamese said Then I could hire a boat 
and a girl and bring some food, and I could spend a mght on 
the nver hke this, makmg love and eating where it was cool 



tion^ last year’s Quonset huts were f allin g to bits, Mr McTag- 
gart s forty-year-old house was seedy but comfortable, the 
undred -year-old Royal Tombs were m very good shape, 
although these had been made with second-hand matenals, m 
accordance with Vietnamese custom (to stress humihty) - old 
umber and stone, broken pottery, and cracked tiles. There 
were tangled gardens and carved gateways with pantmg 
ragons crouched over the arches; and in the intenor rooms, 
e usty mausoleums, ancient women hobbled from artifact to 
3Ct, lighting tapers to show us the French clock (its hands 
missmg), the crystal candelabra, the gilt altars and the cabmets 
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inlaid with mother-of-pearl, the peacock fans with moulting 
feathers (‘She says they’re from the French kmg’) The hands 
of the old ladies trembled as they held the flames of the tapers 
close to the tindcr-diy treasures, and I was afraid they’d set 
the place ahght When we left they blew out all the candles and 
remamed m the dark tombs It was a aty people were con- 
I stantly fleemg, but here m the tombs the old ladies - retamers 
to kmgs of the twenties and thirties - never left They ate and 
slept m the preemets of the royal mausoleum 
It was cold that mght, dogs barked m the muddy lane, and 
m spite of the chill my bedroom was filled with tormentmg 
mosquitoes 


* 

At Hu£ Station the next mormng a tmy Viemamese man m a 
grey gaberdme suit and porkple hat rushed forward and took 
my arm. ‘Welcome to Hu6,’ he said ‘Your carnage is ready ’ 
This was the stationmaster He had been notified of my arrival 
and had shunted on to the Danang passenger tram one of the 
direaor’s other pnvate cars Because Vietnam Railways has 
been blown to pieces, each separate section has a director’s car 
on one of its sidmgs Any other railway would have one such 
car, but Vietnam Railways is six separate fines, operatmg with 
laborious mdependence As at Saigon, I boarded the pnvate 
coach with some misgivings, knowmg that my hand would 
tremble if I ever wrote anything ungenerous about these 
people. I felt loutish m my empty compartmenli m my empty 
coach, watchmg Viemamese finmg up to buy tickets so that 
they could nde m overcrowded cars The stationmaster had 
p spri me away from the ticket wmdow (‘It is not necessary 1’), 
but I had caught a glimpse of the fare 143 piastres (twenty- 
five cents) to go to Danang, perhaps the cheapest seventy-firc 
mile nde m the wodd 

Dial, the translator, and Cobras One and Two boarded and 
jomed me m the compartment. We sat m silence, peenng out 
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comaded with the Amencan withdrawal no one could explain 
My own theory was that there were now no Amencan trucks 
plying back and forth along the only road that goes between 
Hufi and Danang, Highway One, the poignantly named ‘Street 
without Joy’, this shrinking of expensive road traffic had 
forced the Vietnamese mto the more sensible course of open- 
^ mg the railway The war had become not smaller, but less 
mechanized, less elaborate. Money and foreign troops had 
compheated it, but now the Vietnamese had reverted from the 
corporation-style hosnhnes of the Amencans to the colomal 
superstructure, slower commimications, a return to farmmg, 
housmg m the old buildmgs, and a transport system based on 
the railway The Amencan design of the war had been aban- 
doned - the empty firebases, the skeletons of barracks, and the 
tom-up roads showed this to be a fact, visible from the pas- 
senger tram dankmg towards Danang with its cargo of Hu6- 
grown vegetables. 

The bndges on that hne speak of the war, they are recent 
and have new rust on their girders Others, broken, simulatmg 
gestures without motion, lay beyond them where they had been 
twisted and pitched mto ravmes by volumes of explosives 
Some nvers contamed masses of broken bndges, black knots of 
" steel bunched grotesquely at the level of the water They were 
not all recent. In the gorges where there were two or three, I 
took the oldest ones to"be rehes of Japanese bombmg, and 
others to be examples of demohnon from the later terrorism of 
the fifties and sixties, each war leavmg its own muque wreck. 
They were impressively mangled, like outrageous metal sculp- 
tures The Vietnamese hung their washmg on them. 

It was at the nvers - at these bndges - that soldiers were 
' most m evidence. These were strategic pomts a bombed 
bndge could put the hne out of acnon for as long as a year So 
at each side of the bndge, just above it on outcrops of rock, 
there were igloos of sandbags, and pfllboxes and bunkers, 
Viherc sentnes, most of them very young, waved to the tram 
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On their shelters were slogans flying on red and 
ow anners. Dial translated them for me A typical one 

THE PEACE HAPPILY BUT DON’T SLEEP 

WAR. The soldiers stood around in their 

could be seen swinging in hammocls; some 

^ t^vers or were domg their washing Some watched 

Titf f nfles at their shoulder^ in those oversize 

~ L of mismatching that never failed to 

armp/i dicse men ~ these boys — had been dressed and 

thp f larger Americans. With the Americans gone 

^ uncaUed-for size, reaUy, like those 

helmp ^ reached to the soldiers’ knuckles and the 
oeimets that felT over their eyes. 

series flicre, said Cobra One. He pointed to a 

coulfi sa ^ ^ distance, into hills. *¥00 

but country is controUed by the VC 

per cent- ^ recan anything because they only have 10 

per cent of the population’ 

^ ‘'®P' forgetting that Dial had 
Q. were on patrol for about three weeks 

coTfuhL'^n ““ ’ “"f *on we’d luck out and get 

“Iw r beds I remember a 

furniture r 1,^ really killed me - we had to bum all their 
uramre to keep warm. We couldn’t find any firewood.’ 

begun to nse, acquiring the shape of 

Kd T- ^ Soa; eerie'^and 

smokT^ blue, their summits smothered in mist, they traded 

"Z ^'“-b““ fites We were on dif narrow 

belonged to’t^^”® °° tihoreline that still 

and the sea Th government, between the mountains 

finally beS'd a'l we had 

Hu6 ^Now It “f *0 drizzle that was constant m 

was sunny and warm, the Vietnamese climbed 
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up to the roofs of the coaches and sat with their legs hanging 
past the caves We were close enough to the beach to hear the 
pounding surf, and ahead in the curving inlets that doubled up 
±e tram, fishmg smacks and canoes rode the frothy breakers to 
the shore, where men m parasol hats spun arcular webbed nets 
over the crayfish. 

God, this IS such a beautiful country,’ said Cobra Two She 
was snappmg pictures out the wmdow, but no picture could 
dupheate the complexity of the beauty over there, the sun 
hghted a bomb scar m the forest, and next to it smoke filled 
the bowl of a valley, a column of ram from one fuginve cloud 
slanted on another slope, and the blue gave way to black 
green, to nee green on the flat fields of shoots, which became, 
after a stop of sand, an immensity of blue ocean The dis- 
tances were enormous and the landscape was so large it had to 
be studied in parts, like a mural seen by a child 

‘I had no idea,’ I said Of all the places the railway had 
taken me smee London, this was the lovehest. 

‘No one knows it,’ said Cobra Two ‘No one m the States 
has the shghtcst idea how beautiful it is Look at that — God, 
look at that ' ’ 

We were at the fringes of a bay that was green and sparklmg 
in bnght sunhght Beyond the leapmg jade plates of the sea 
was an overhang of cliffs and the sight of a valley so large it 
contamed sun, smoke, ram, and cloud — all at once — mdepen- 
dent quantities of colour I had been tmprepared for this 
beauty, it surprised and humbled me m the same degree the 
emptmess had m rural India. Who has mentioned the simple 
fact that the heights of Vietnam are places of ummagmable 
grandeur? Though we can hardly blame a frightened draftee 
for not nooemg tills magnificence, we should have known 
all along that the French would not have colonized it, nor 
would the Amencans have fought so long, if such npeness did 

not mvite the eye to take It. 


290 The Great Railway Bazaar 

‘That’s the Ashau Valley,’ said Cobra One, who until then 
had been doing an amusing imitation of Walter Brennan. The 
ndges mounted into the misf, below them, in the smoke and 
sun, were deep black gorges marked by waterfalls. Cobra One 
was shaking his head . ‘A lot of good men died there.* 

Dazzled by the scenery, I walked through the train and saw 
a blmd man feeling his way to the door - I could hear his 
lungs working like a bellows, wnnkled old ladies with black 
teeth and black pyjamas clutched wicker bales of spring 
omons, and soldiers - one ashen-faced in a wheelchair, one on 
crutches, others with new bandages on their hands and heads, 
and all of them in the American uniforms that suggested 
travesty in its true sense. An ofBcial moved through the 
coaches checking the ID cards of civilian males, looking for 
draft evaders. This oflBcial got tangled in the piece of string 
held by a blind man and attached to the waist of a child lead- 
ing him. There were many armed soldiers on the train, but 
none looked like escorts. The train was defended by con- 
centrations of soldiers at those bridge emplacements, and this 
is perhaps why it is so easy to blow up the hne with command- 
detonated mines. These min es are slipped under the rails at 
night; when the train goes over one of them, a hidden man — 
who m igh t be a Viet Cong or a bomber hired by a trucker in 
Danang — explodes the charge. 

Twice during that trip, at small station sidings, children 
were offered to me by old ladies; they were hke the pale- 
skmned, hght-haired children I had seen m Can Tho and Bien 
Hoa. But these were older, perhaps four or five, and it was 
strange to hear these Amencan-looking children speaking Viet- 
namese It was even stranger to see the small Vietnamese 
farmers in the vastness of a landscape whose beautiful trees 
and ravmes and jade crags - these launched from cloud banks 
— hid their enemies. From the tr am I could turn my eyes to the 
moimtains and almost forget the country’s name, but the truth 
was closer and cruel: the Vietnamese had been damaged and 
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then abandoned, almost as if, dressed in our clothes, they had 
been mistaken for us and shot at, as if, just when they 
had come to beheve that wc were identified with them, we had 
bolted It was not that simple, but it was nearer to descnbing 
that sad history than the urgent opimons of angmshed Ameri- 
cans who, stroppmg Occam’s Razor, classified the war as a 
string of atrocities, a senes of purely pohtical errors, or a 
piece of mterrupted heroism. The tragedy was that we had 
TOme, and, from the begitming, had not planned to stay 
Danang was to be proof of that 

'ne train was under the giganuc Hai Van Pass (‘The Pass 
of Qouds’), a natural division on the north side of Danang, 
hke a Roman wall If the Viet Cong got past it, the way would 
^ ^ Danang, and already the Viet Cong were bivou 

ac on the far slopes, waiung Like the other stretches be- 
tween Hu6 and Danang, the most scemcally dramatic moun- 
tains and valleys were - and are soil - the most terrible batde- 
nelds Beyond the Hai Van Pass we entered a long tunnel By 

s tune I had walked the length of the tram and was standing 
on the front balcony of the diesel, under the bright headhghts 
Ahead, a large bat dislodged itself from the ceding and 
flapped clumsily this way and that, wingmg agamst the walls, 
trying to keep ahead of the roanng engine The bat swooped, 
grazmg the track, then rose - more slowly now - as the end of 
the tunnel came mto view, flying closer to the engme with 
every second It was like a toy of wood and paper, its spnng 
runnmg down, and at last it was ten feet from my face, a brown 
panicky creature beatmg its bony wmgs It Qrcd, dropped a 
tew feet, then m the light of the tunnel’s exit - a light it could 
not see - Its wmgs collapsed, it pitched forward, and qmckly 
tumbled under the engme’s wheels 

‘The Street without Joy’ was above us as we raced across a 
treeless promontory to the Nam Ho Bndge, five dark spans 
secured agamst underwater sappers by great rusung wreath of 
barbed wire These were the outer wastes of Danang, a gnm 
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district of supply bases that has been taken over by ARVN 
forces and squatters; shelters — huts and lean-tos — made 
exclusively with war materialsj sandbags, plastic sheeting, cor- 
rugated iron stamped u s. army, and food wrappers marked 
with the imtials of charitable agencies. Danang was pushed 
next to the sea and all the land around it had been stripped of 
trees If ever a place looked poisoned, it was Danang. j 

Raidmg and lootmg were skills the war had required the 
Vietnamese to learn. We got out at Danang Station and after 
limch drove with an American official to the south side of the 
city, where GIs had been housed m several large camps. Once 
there had been thousands of American soldiers; now there 
were none. But the barracks were filled to burstmg with refu- 
gees; because there had been no maintenance, the camps were 
in a sorry condition and looked as if they had been shelled. 
Laundry flew from the flagpoles; windows were broken or 
boarded-up; there were cookmg fires in the roads. The less 
lucky refugees had set up house in wheelless trucks and the ^ 
sewage stink was terrible — the camps could be smelled two 
hundred yards away. 

were waiting at the gates and over by those 
fences when the Americans started packmg,’ said the Ameri- 
can offiaal. Like locusts or I-don’t-know-what As soon as the 

ast so er left they rushed in, looted the stores, and com- 
mandeered the houses ’ 

The refugees, usmg mgenuity, looted the barracks; the Viet- 
namese government officials, usmg their influence, looted the 
osp I kept hearing stories m Danang (and, agam, in the 

Trang) of how, the day the Americans 
w * 1 , ^ ospitals were cleaned out - drugs, oxygen cyhnders, 
nprj medical apphances, anything that could be car- 

ese ships were anchored off shore to receive this loot, 
p ^ taken to Hong Kong and resold But there is a just 
^ Swiss businessman told me that some of , 
pilfered medical supplies found their way, via Hong 
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Kong, to Hanoi No one knew what happened to the ennehed 
government offiaals Some of the looting stones sounded 
exaggerated, 1 believed the ones about the raided hospitals 
because no Amencan offiaal could tell me where there was a 
hospital receiving pauents, and that’s the sort of thing an 
Amencan would know 

For several miles on the road south the ravaged camps 
warmed with Vietnamese, whose hasty adaptations could be 
;ecn m doors knocked through barracks’ walls and whole bar- 
•acks tom down to make ten flimsy huts Tbe camps them- 
iclves had been temporary — they were all plywood panels, 
qihtting m the dampness, and peehng metal sheets, and sag- 
png fence posts - so none of these crude shelters would last. If 
one felt pity for the demoralized Amencan soldiers who had 
lived m these homblc camps, one felt even somer for the 
inhentors of all this junk. 

The bars, with flyblown signs advertising cotD beer, 
MUSIC, GIRLS, were empty and most looked bankrupt, but it 
Was m the late afternoon that I saw the real dcrchction of 
Danang We drove out to the beach where, fifty feet from the 
crashing waves, a fairly new bungalow stood It was a cosy 
beach house, built for an Amencan general who had recently 
decamped Who was this general? No one knew his name 
Whose beach house vitas it now? No one knew that either, but 
Cobra One ventured, ‘Probably some ARVN honcho ’ On the 
porch a Vicmamcsc soldier idled with a carbine, and behmd 
him a table held a coUecuon of bottles vodka, whisky, ginger 
ale, soda water, a jug of orange juice, an ice buckcL Laughter, 
shghtly drunken and mirthless, earned from inside the house, 

*1 think someone’s moved m,’ said Cobra One, ‘Let’s have a 
look.’ 

We walked past the sentry and up the stairs The front door 
was open, and m the hving room two Americans on sofas were 
tickling two busty Vietnamese girls It was the absurd made 
symmetneal - both men were fat, both girls were laughing. 
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and the sofas were side by side If Conrad’s dark re-enactment 
of colomahsm, ‘Outpost of Progress’, were made mto a comedy 
it would have looked something like that 

‘Hey, we got company ! ’ said one of the men. He banged the 
wall behmd his head with his fist, then sat up and relit his 
cigar 

While we introduced ourselves, a side door opened from the 
wall the agar smoker had pimched and a muscular black man 
burned out hitching up his trousers Then a very tmy, bathke 
Vietnamese girl appeared from the room. The black said, 
‘Howdy’ and made for the front door. 

‘We didn’t mean to interrupt your picmc,’ said Cobra One, 
but he showed no inchnation to leave. He folded his arms and 
watched, he was a tall man with a severe gaze. 

‘You’re not interruptmg no thin g,’ said the man with the 
cigar, rollmg off the sofa. 

‘This IS the head of secunty,’ said the American oflBdal who 
had driven us to the place. He was speakmg of the fat man 
with the agar. 

As if m acknowledgement, the fat man set fire to his cigar 
once agam Then he said, ‘Yeah, I’m the head spook around 
here You just get here?’ He was at that pomt of drunkenness 
where, acutely consaous of it, he made an effort to hide it He 
walked outside, away from the spilled cushions, full ashtrays, 
supine girls 

You took the whatV asked the CIA man when we told him 
we had come to Danang from Hu6 on the tram ‘You’re lucky 
you made it! Two weeks ago the VC blew it up ’ 

Thats not what the stationmaster m Hu6 told us,’ said 
Cobra One 

The stationmaster m Hu6 doesn’t know whether to scratch 
his watch or wmd his ass,’ said the CIA man ‘I’m tiling you 

they blew it up. Twelve people killed, I don’t know how many 
wounded ’ 

‘With a mine?’ 
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‘Right Coiumand-dctonatcd It was homble ’ 

The CIA man, who was head of sccunty for the entire 
province, was lying, but at the tune I had no facts to refute the 
story with The stadonmaster in Hu6 had said there hadn’t 
been a mining madent in months and this was confirmed by 
the raflway ofifiaals in Danang But the CIA man was anxious 
to impress us that he had his finger on the country’s pulse, the 
^oiore so since his gulfnend had joined us and was draped 
around his neck The other fat man was m the bungalow, talk- 
mg m frantic whispers to one of the girls, and the black man 
was a httle distance from the porch, doing chin-ups on a bar 
spheed between two palms liic CIA man said, ‘There’s one 
thing you gotta keep in mind The VC don’t have any support 
in the villages - and neither do the government troops See, 
that’s why everything’s so quiet.’ 

The Vietnamese girl pinched his cheek and shouted to her 
fnend at the edge of the beach who was watching the black 
^ man swing a heavy cham around his head The man mside the 
bungalow came out and poured himself a whisky He drank it 
womedly, watching the CIA man rant 
y ‘It’s a fimny situation,’ the CIA man was saying ‘Lake you 
say this village is clean and rhis village is all Charley, bui 
there’s one thing you gotta understand most people aren’t 
fightmg 1 don’t care what you read in the papers — these 
journalists arc more full of shit than a Christmas turkey Pm 
telling you it’s quiet ’ 

‘What about the mine?’ 

‘Yeah, the nunc. You should stay off the tram, that’s all I 
can say ’ 

‘It’s different at night,’ said die man with the whisky 
f ‘Well sec, the country Idnda changes hands after dark,’ said 
the CIA man 

“I think we’d better go,’ said Cobra One 

‘What’s the rush? Suck around,’ said the CIA man ‘You’re 
' a writer,’ he said to me ‘I’m a wntcr too - 1 mean, I do a httle 
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writing. I pound out articles now and then. Boy*s Life - 1 do 
quite a bit for Boy^s Life, and um— ’ 

The girls, shouting in Vietnamese and giggling, were begin- 
ning to distract him. 

‘ - anyway, where’d you say you’re going? Marble Moun- 
tain? You wanna stay away from there about this time.’ He 
looked at his watch. It was five-thirty. ‘There might b^ 
Charley there. I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to be respon- 
sible.’ 

We left, and when we got to the car I looked back at the 
bungalow. The CIA man waved his cigar at us; he seemed to 
be unaware that a Vietnamese girl soil clung to him. His 
friend stood on the porch with himj agitating in his hand a 
paper cup full of whisky and gmger ale. The black man had 
returned to the high-bar* he was domg chin-ups; the girls 
were counting. The sentry sat hugging his rifle. Beyond them 
was the sea The CIA man called out, but the tide was coming 
in and the noisy surf drowned his words. The refugees in j 
Danang had taken over the barracks; these three had the 
general s beach house. In a sense they were all that remained 
of the American stake m the war degenerate sentiment, boozy f 
fears, and simplifications. For them the war was over; they 
were just amusmg themselves, raising a little Cain. 

Four miles south of this, near Marble Mountain, our car 
stalled behind a slow ox cart Whfle we were waitmg, a Viet- 

nam^e boy of about ten rushed over and screamed through the 
wmdow. 

What did he say?’ asked Cobra One. 

‘"Motherfucker”,’ said Dial. 

‘Let’s get out of here.’ 

That evening I met Colonel Tuan who, tmder the name ^ 
novels. He was one of about ten writers in 
^ ^ w o told me how severe censorship was under 

w ^ T* pohtical censorship, for A Street- 

Named Desire is also banned. Afraid that their own books 
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will be censored, Vietnam’s novelists have chosen the safer 
course of translatmg inoffensive novels Saigon’s bookshops 
are full of Vietnamese versions of Jane Eyre, jonathem Living- 
ston Seagull, and the works of Washmgton Irvmg and 
Dorothy Parker Colonel Tuan said he hired wnting m Viet- 
namese, although he could write with equal ease m French or 
^Enghsh 

‘Vietnamese is a very beautiful language,’ he said ‘But it is 
hard to translate For example, if a man is addressmg his wife 
there are so many ways he can do it He might say “You” - 
but this is considered rude Or he might call her “Little 
sister”, and she will call him “Brother" The most beautiful is 
when a man calls his wife “Myseff” — “How is myself?” he 
will say to her And there are others He might call her 
"Mother”, and she will call him “Father”-’ 

“‘Mother, Father”,’ said Cobra One ‘Why, Mister and 
Mrs Front-Porch Amenca say thatV 
Before he left I asked Colonel Tuan what the general feel- 
ing m Vietnam was towards Americans after so much war, 
disruption, and death, after all the years of occupation 
Colonel Tuan thought a long time before he rephed, and 
when he did he chose his words carefully ‘We think the 
Americans,’ he said, and stopped *We think they are weU 
disaplmed and they made many mistakes m the war And 
of course we think they are generous But we also bcheve they 
are people without culture — none at all, none that we have 
seen I am not speakmg for myself I have read Faulkner and 
many other Amencan writers I am thinkmg of the average 
person - most of the people in Viemam That is what they 
tlimk ’ 

I flew from Danang to Nha Trang to take a tram to Thap 
Cham, but the day I amved there was an attack by a squad of 
sappers on the oil depot outside Saigon, at Nha Be, and 50 per 
cent of Viemam’s fuel was wiped out m a morning Fuel 
rationing started and I cancelled my tnp It was an unneces- 
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sary extravagance, since I would have to be driven a hundr^ 
miles back in a car. I got a bicycle and pedalled around the 
town of abandoned villas, then ate eels at a sea-front restaur- 
ant The next day I waited hours at Nha Trang airport for a 
Saigon plane; and finally one came, a C-123 laden w 
Kleenex, Kotex, beans, toilet paper, grapefruit juice, a huge 
crate of Port of Call Extra Fancy Cal-Rosc Rice (odd, sincej 
Nha Trang is in a rice-growing area), and a 1967 Dodge, 
belonging to one of the Amencans there. 

The flight back to Saigon in a thunderstorm scared the life 
out of me, I was strapped against the stomach wall of this 
pitching whale, and the three Chinese pilots gave me no reas 
surance I recovered sufiBciently to give two more lectures o 
which I remember little apart from what Auden described in 
‘On the Qrcuit’ as 

A truly asinine remark, 

A soul-bewitching face 

And then I was off and waiting at Tan Son Nhut Airport to go 
to Japan In better times I would have taken the train to 
Hanoi, changed for Peking, and gone via Shenyang and Seoul 
to Pusan for a boat linking to one of Japan’s Kyushu expresses. 
Or I could have gone straight from Pekmg to Moscow via 
Ulan Bator in Mongoha, and then home. The way is clear, by 
rail, from Hanoi Junction to Liverpool Street Station m 
London. Perhaps at some future date . . } 

^Now - April 1975 - most of the Vietnam towns I passed 
through by rail have been blown up, all have been captured, and 
many of their people killed For the survivors the future i£ 
melancholy, and the httle train no longer runs between Hu6 and 
Danang. 


26 

The Hatsukari (TEarly Bird’) Limited 
Express to Aomori 


In Japan I planned to outfit myself for Siberia There were 
e trains, of course, and the lectures to pay for them, but 
° g for my onward journey was my midal concern I 
srnved m Tokyo with the clothes that had served me for three 
months m the tropics, my dnp-dry wardrobe. These clothes, 
stained with curry juice, somewhat threadbare, the trouser 
scats worn shiny by my sedentary travelhng, were madequate 
h^rf Japanese weather, which augured ill for what I 

a been forewarned (Soviet raflway timetables give average 
^Dperatures) would be thirty below m Khabarovsk. It was 
A , December Tokyo’s winter was aggravated by wind- 
own gnt and exhaust fumes and those choking updrafts bc- 
^een buildings that characterize big-aty winters I sjicnt two 
ays searching for warm clothes But Japanese clothes are not 
designed for the Sibcnan winter, and they are made only m 
amaU sizes, and they cost the earth 
It is with a kind of perverse pnde that the Japanese point 
out how expensive their country has become But this is as 
touch a measure of wealth as of inflanon, and I began to 


twinder if it was as cnpphng as people claimed I asked about 
^*t, but this timid inquiry is the foreigner’s first question and 
the knowing resident is prepared to shock you with joke pnees. 
How much docs a kimono cost? ‘You can get a good one for a 
thousand dollars’ A meal? ‘At most restaurants jou can get 
' away with paying about twenty dollars - for one person ’ A 
botde of gm? ‘Imported stuff might set you back twenty 
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dollars or more/ And when I laughed derisively, an American 
turned on me with what I thought was unwarranted savagery 
and said, ‘Listen, you can’t get a cup of coffee here for less 
than a dollar*’ There was, I learned later, a place in the 
Tokyo outskirts where a cup of coffee (mcludmg cream and 
sugar) was said to cost forty dollars This information, offered 
so casually, is like a form of faggmg at schools where the^ 
seniors’ automatic response to the new boy is to exclude him 
by horrifying him Amencans in Thailand mitiate you by 
saymg, ‘Never pat a Thai on the head - the head is sacred 
here You could be killed for that ’ The retailing of the Thai 
rehgious mystique, like the money mystique in Japan, is sup- 
posed to make you think twice about staying. No one says you 
can live cheaply m Japan - but it’s possible, by staying in 
Japanese inns and developmg a taste for the large bowls of 
noodle soup called ra-men (no charge for the tea) and usmg the 
tram Fruit is also mexpensive smee Japan buys cut-price 
oranges, apples, and tangerines from the South Africans, who^ 
are so grateful to get radios in return, they have oflSaally 
declared the Japanese to be white. And there is a McDonald’s 
hamburger joint on the Ginza. Wmter clothes were a different 
story. Most coats I saw were well over $100 and the one I 
settled for, a tight-fittmg number with a rabbit-fur collar, cost 
me $150. Gloves, scarf, woollen hat, and so forth exhausted 
the fee I got for my first lecture, but I was prepared not only 
for Siberia but also for my speakmg engagement in the De- 
cember snows of Hokkaido, two tram tnps north. 

The streets of Tokyo after dark were filled with glad groups 
of whoopmg Japanese Less enthusiastic ones lay dead drunk 
m the doorways of Mon’s Noodle House or the Pub Glasgow, 
or were slumped on the sidewalks of crooked back lanes — 
wherever they were overcome with alcohohe fatigue. These 
were casualties of the bonus Twice a year Japanese employees 
are awarded a bonus , December is one of these months and it 
was my fate to amve the day the money was dished out.' 
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Towards midnight I could see all the stages of Japanese 
drunkenness from the early one, m which they raise their 
voices, to the last stage, where they simply flop down, col- 
lapsing on a restaurant floor or in a freezing street Between 
the loudness and paralysis they throw up and smg I thought of 
the casualties as ‘bonuses’, and I could see them bemg lugged 
by their fnends, many of whom, at the smgmg stage, had 
enough boozy courage to howl m my direction After twelve 
there were fewer of them, the streets were qmet enough for 
ladies m kimonos, shawls, and thick shppers to walk their dogs 

invariably sleek well-bred hounds Two ladies, chattmg 
softly, advanced upon me The dog paused, rocked back and 
shat, one lady flourished a paper she had held in readmess, 
3Dd, still chattmg to her fnend, dehcatcly scooped up the dog 
shit and deposited it m a near-by barrel 

I hadn’t seen the barrel imtil she used it Tokyo’s order is 
apparent only up close - from a distance it is a jumble, but the 
Jtimble must be studied for the plan to emerge Then you see 
the shdmg doors, the neady hidden hghts m the wall and 
under the table connected to barely visible switches marked 
bright and dusky, the tables and waiters and spigots that 
niatenalize from the wall, the machmes m the subway that sell 
you a ticket and then punch it, the disappearmg chairs, and the 
silent trams you board with the help of the disembodied arm 
of a man who is hired to push people aboard At seven o’clock 
m the evemng when the stores dose, two girls m uniform 
appear at the door, they bow, say ‘Thank you’ and ‘Come 
agam’ to each customer, and they are back in the mommg At 
die enormous Isctan Department Store m Shmjuku, the 
groups of employees standing by display counters say, ‘Good 
mommg’ to ie first customers, makmg them feel like stock- 
holders Everythmg works the place spins with pohte m- 
venaon 

On a department-store wall there arc forty-eight colour tde- 
visions, an impressive display of electronics, and, though even 
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forty-eight images of a little Japanese politician giving a 
speech in living colour do not make him Winston Churchill) 
the array reveals the Japanese taste for gadgetry. There must 
be something in the Japanese character that saves them from 
the despair Americans feel in similar throes of consuming. The 
Amencan, gorging himself on merchandise, develops a sense 
of guilty self-consciousness, if the Japanese have these doubts 
they do not show them Perhaps hesitation is not part of the 
national character, or perhaps the ones who hesitate are tram- 
pled by the crowds of shoppers — that natural selection that 
capitahst society practises against the reflective. The strong 
impression I had was of a people who acted together because 
of a preconceived plan a people programmed You see them 
queuing automatically in the subway, naturally forming hnes 
at ticket counters and machines, and it is diflScult to avoid the 
conclusion that the people all have printed circuits But my 
assessment changed with time and I began to see people stnig- 
ghng against order in these subway lines . as soon as the train 
drew m and the doors flashed open, many people who had 
waited silendy for a long time in an orderly hne broke ranks 
and began shovmg and flailmg their parcels and throwmg 
themselves at the door. 


♦ 

So far on this trip (it is another bonus of the sleeping car) I 
a managed to avoid those so-called cultural evenings during 
w c one was held captive in a hot room to applaud the de- 
ge^rate spectacle of dancers and singers in feathers and beads 
perfoi^ng numbers whose badness asked to be excused on the 
^oun s It was traditional. But the mght before I caught the 
ate an to Aomon I had some time to spare and, for no 
XT^* ^ ^^3son that I can remember, deaded to go to the 
1 C ge Music Hall to see a two-hour show called Red 
owers Fall on Fair Skin This was pedantically advertised as 
commemoratmg the two himdred and fifaeth anmversary of 
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the birth of the Japanese playwngbt, Chikamatsu Monzaemon 
Even the sadists in Japan, I was to discover, have a sense of 
history There were only two or three ^oipns in the audience A 
cultural evening elsewhere would have been a tounst afifair I 
had a feeling this large local turnout would afford some m- 
sights m the Japanese use of leisure. 

Just as the hghts went down, two middle-aged women 
darted down the aisle and took their seats m the first row, 
giggling The opemng number was a kick hne, ten Japanese 
girls m gold Thai-style headdresses and httle else, apart from 
tiny gold lam6 bikim bottoms The lead dancer ascended 
through the floor on a revolvmg pedestal and flourished gold 
snakes m front of the nimbly lacking troupe. I groaned The 
music blared After havmg searched the papers and rejected 
the noh and kabuki offermgs I had come up with a tit-show I 
wanted to leave, and I nearly did after the next number, a 
Japanese song, sung by a powdered androgynous wraith, which 
' left me feehng as if I had just been subjected to the complete 
unstringing of a piano I hung on, famdy attracted by the 
nakedness and findin g a queer enjoyment m the dance rou- 
tmes, ‘Oieeno! Charleston I’ and ‘Black Cry-Out’ (a spirited 
episode, relatmg the deadi of Billie Hobday, with the Japanese 
m black-face - more a mmstrel show than a comment on the 
race question) Up to that pomt most of the numbers mim- 
icked Radio Oty Music Hall, but what followed owed abso- 
lutely nothmg to the West. 

‘Aburagoroshi’, which my Japanese neighbour gladly trans- 
lated as ‘oil-kill’, began with a film of two women running mto 
a room where, on the floor, oil lay m a vwde pool This film 
I might have been shown at one of these university film societies 
that have an annual scrcemng of L’aoventura, Father Panchdlt, 
and tedious East European cartoons it had a pretentious 
chase, odd camera angles, and the land of formal hystena I 
had always associated with film-soaety offermgs. Then one 
woman sbpped in the oil and the other pounced on her and 
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they began lighting They screamed, tore at each other’s hair, 
and gnashed their tcedi, and each tunc the victim tried to 
escape she slipped in the oil and was pinned down by her 
pursuer. There were shots of dripping fingernails, oily hair, 
bums, breasts, and knees, as well as outrageous cinematic 
effects, like that of a mouth about to engorge the screen. 

While this film - growing progressively sadistic -- flickered 
at the back of the stage, two naked Japanese girls appeared 
from the well at the centre of the stage and performed a live 
stylized version of what was takmg place on the screen - that 
IS, apmg the sadism, pretending to tear at each other. The 
women on the screen were now gleaming with oil, and you 
could see it was going to end badly when one sank her teeth 
mto the other’s bum, causmg the victim to thrash The biter 
straddled her The simultaneous presentation continued, two 
writhing nudes on the stage, two thrashmg nudes on the 
screen The camera shifted to show wounds, blood mixed with 
oil, and blood and oil coursing down the breasts of a woman on 
all fours This entertainment ended showing the two murder- 
esses tniimphant over the prostrate bodies of their victims, and 
there was much applause 

The next item, ‘Ten No Amishima’, began innocendy 
enough with a fil m of a man fondhng a woman I asked my 
grmmng neighbour what the tide meant He said it was simply 
the name of an island in the Sea of Japan where this qmck feel 
was takmg place, and I hoped, as it unfolded, that it was not 
on my itinerary. The man was behmd the woman now and it 
took very htde imagmation to conclude that he was resolutely 
sodomizing her as he worked at her breast like a man squeez- 
mg lemons — lemons rather than grapefrmts Two girls came 
onstage as before and demonstrated m a way that might 
properly be called symbohe what the man and woman were 
domg m the film, and a full ten mmutes of lubricious sex play 
passed before the final scene This was an embrace, and as the 
girls onstage made the beast with two backs, the man in the 
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film hopped into the missionary position and at the moment of 
orgasm - a wince its only warning - drew a glittering sword 
rom beneath the mat and cut his lover’s throat There was a 
dose shot of die fatal laceration, of blood runmng between the 
oad woman’s breasts (this seemed a popular climax), and I 
moved to die lobby for a breath of fresh aur 
1 Was not quite provoked to return for ‘The Blood-Stamed 
'^te Body’, but I saw ‘Japan Sinkmg’ This was a hflanous 
^rtrayal, by ten nude guls and ten epicene male dancers, of 
ow Japan will finally go under The last number was a solo 
^titled ‘Onna Haralorr, which is fairly exphat once you 
ow that Onna is the name of the girl stopping off her 
K^ono and unsheathing a sword and holding it to her stom- 
2di. A man off-stage reared what sounded to be a mocking 
^anesc poem with the rhythm and metre of ‘The Raven’ 
e tormented Onna, stark naked, pushed the blade in and 
polled It sideways Blood spurted from her belly, spraying the 
and she tumbled over But she was still alive She knelt 
sgain and, as the poem proceeded, stabbed herself in the left 
*fi*gh, the nght thigh, and under each arm, rdeasmg gouts of 
blood So clever are the Japanese that it was not until her sixth 
attempt that I saw she was punctnnng a small cellophane 
envelope of blood each time. Now she was covered in gore, her 


tatanii mat was sticky with it, and the people m the front row 
Wiped it from their faces with hankies Finally, she suc- 
ceeded she exhibited her blood-stained body to the reveren- 
tial audience and tiien pushed the dripping blade into her 
throat, impaling her head like a lolhpop on a suck. Blood mot 
to her jaws, and, mudi perforated, she swooned and feU flat. 
The floor revolved, givmg everyone a view of the carnage 
before tiie platform descended into the stage well, pau^g 
bnefly for Onna to raise a bloody floodlit hand it was this 
hand the audience cheered as the lights went out 

Outside the Nichigeki Music Hall, the Japanese men who 
had watdied with fastidious languor and then so enthusiastic- 
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ally applauded the savage eroticism that could enjoy no encore 
- banng their tcetli as they did so - tliesc men, as I say, bowed 
deeply to one another, murmured polite farewells to their 
friends, linked arms with their wives with the gendeness of old- 
fashioned lovers, and, in the harsh lights of the street, smiled, 
looking positively cherubic. 


t 

The bullet-nosed Hatsukari Limited Express (its name, ‘Early 
Bird’, refers to its arnval in Aomon, not its departure from 
Tokyo) leaves Ueno Station every afternoon on the dot of four. 
Ueno is crowded with people wearmg fur hats, carrying skis 
and heavy coats for the snow at the end of the Ime these are 
the vacationers But there are returning residents, too, smaller, 
darker, Eskimo-faced people, on their way back to Hokkaido 
The Japanese expression nobon-san (‘rustics’) desenbes them 
it hterally means ‘the downers’; having taken the nobon ‘down- 
tram’, these visitors, country-cousins spending a hohday in 
Tokyo, are considered yokels On the train they stay m their 
seats, kick their heavy shoes off, and sleep. They look relieved 
to be gomg home and carry with them souvemrs from Tokyo 
cookies wrapped m cellophane, flowers in paper cones, dned 
frmt bound with ribbon, dolls in tissue, stiiffed toys in boxes 
The Japanese are marvellous packagers of merchandise These 
souvenirs are crammed m the plastic shopping bags that form 
the basis of the Japanese traveller’s luggage. And there are 
other parcels, for the nobon-san^ not trusting the food on 
Japanese National R^ways, brings his own lunch pail When 
he wakes, he rummages at his feet and discovers a sealed tm of 
nee and fish that, without stretching or nsmg from his padded 
armchair, he eats, blowmg and smacking The tram itself is 
silent, my memory of Japanese tram noises was this sound of 
eatmg, which is also the soxmd of a grown man inflatmg -a 
balloon 

An amplified music box, ten plucking notes, and a recorded 
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message preceded our stops A wanung is necessary because 
the stops are so bnef fifteen seconds at Mlnanu-Urawa, a 
mmute at Utsunomiya, and, two hours' later, another one- 
minute halt at Fukushima An unprepared passenger might be 
mangled by the door or might miss his stop altogether Long 
htforc the music and the message, the expenenced Japanese 
carry their shoppmg bags to the exit, and as soon as the tram 
atops and a crack appears m the door, they begm pushmg 
madly towards the platform The platform, designed for 
aden, shoving people, is level with the threshold The hghts m 
the carnages are never off, makmg it impossible to sleep, but 
enabling a passenger to gather up his belongmgs at two m the 
morning when the tram pulls m and pauses for fifteen seconds 
at his station 

Such effiaency I Sudi speed ! But I longed for the sprawl of 
Indian Railways, the wide berths m the wooden compartments 
mat smelled of curry and cheroots, the laundry chits with 
Camisoles’ and ‘collars’ marked on them, over the sink a jug of 
Water, and out m the hall a man with a bottle of beer on his 
trams that chugged to the rhythm of 'Alabammy Bound’ 
nr Chattanooga Choo-Choo’, embodying what was best m the 
railway bazaar On such a slow tram it was almost impossible 
to get dufailed. 

The odourless Japanese trains unnerved me and produced m 
me a sweaty tension I had always assoaated with plane travel 
They brought back the symptoms of encapsulated terror I had 
felt m southern Thailand’s Intcmanonal Express - a kmd of 
leaden suspense that had stolen upon me after several months 
of travel Travel — even in ideal conditions — had begun to 
make me anxious, and I saw that m various places the constant 
movement had separated me so completely from my surround- 
ings that I might have been anywhere strange, nagged by the 
seamless guilt an imemployod person feels moving from failure 
to failute This baffled trance ovenool me on the way to 
Aomon, and I think it had a great deal to do with the fact that 
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I was travelling in a fast, dry bullet-train, among silent people 
who, even if they spoke, would be incomprehensible. I was 
trapped by the double-glazing. I couldn’t even open the win- 
dow 1 The train swished past the bnght empty platforms of 
rural stations at night, and for long moments, expenenang a 
heightened form of the ahenation I’d felt before, bncfly, iD 
secluded pockets of time, I could not imagine where I was or 
why 1 had come. 

The book I was reading on that train upset me further It 
was Japanese Tales of Mystery and Imagination by Edogawa 
Rampo Rampo’s real name is Hirai Taro, and like his name- 
sake - his pen name is a Japanese version of Edgar Allan Poe 
— he speaahzes in tales of terror. His fictional invennons were 
ungainly, and his shin-barkmg prose style was an irritation; 
and yet I was held, fascinated by the very ineptitude of the 
stories, for it was as impossible to dismiss these horrors as it 
had been the gnsly rigadoon the Nichigeld audience had con- 
sidered an entertainment. Here was another glimpse of the 
agonized Japanese spirit. But how to reconcile it with the 
silent figures m the overbright train, who moved as if at the 
command of transistors? Something was wrong; what I read 
contradicted the sight of these travellers Here was the boy 
hero in *A Hell of Mirrors’, with his ‘weird mama of optics’, 
seahng himself m a globular mirror, masturbating at his 
monstrous reflection, and going mad with auto- voyeurism; and 
there, in the opposite seat m my train, was a boy the same ag^ 
peacefully transfixed by the head of the person in front of him. 
In another story, ‘The Human Chair’, a lecherous chairmaker, 
hJgly beyond desenption’, hides himself mside one of his own 
constructions, providing himself with food and water, and ‘for 
another of nature’s needs I also inserted a large rubber bag.’ 
The chair in which he hes buried is sold to a lovely woman, 
who provides him with thrills each time she sits on him, not 
knowmg she is sittmg in the lap of a man who describes him- 
self as ‘a worm ... a loathsome creature’. The human chair 



The Hatsukan Limited Express to Aomon 309 

niasturbates, then writes (somehow) the lovely woman a letter 
A few seats up from me m the Hatsukan was a squat ugjy 
®3rij whose fists were denched on his knees but he was 
®ding Driven to distraction by Rampo, I finally deaded 
to abandon him I was sorry I knew so httle of the Japanese, 
hut even sorrier that there was no refuge on this speedmg 
4 tram 

There was a young girl seated beside me Very early m the 
top I had established that she did not speak English, and for 
nearly die whole tune smce we had left Ueno Station she had 
been readmg a thick comic book. When we amved at the far 
north of Honshu, at Nohqi Station (fifteen seconds) on Mutsu 
Bay, I looked out the wmdow and saw snow - it lay between 
die tracks and on blue moonht fields The girl rose, put her 
comic down, and walked the length of the car to the toflet A 
green toij:,et occupied hght went on, and while that hght 
burned I read the comic. I was instructed and cautioned The 
comic stnps showed decapitations, canmbahsm, people bnst- 
hng With arrows like Samt Sebastian, people m flames, shnek- 
tng armies of marauders dismembering villagers, limbless 
people with dripping stumps, and, m general, mayhem. The 
drawmgs were not good, but they were clear Between the 
bloody stones there were short comic ones and three of these 
depended for their effects on farting a trapped man or 
woman bending over, exposing a great moon of buttock and 
emittmg a jet of sunk (gusts of soot drawn m wiggly fines and 
douds) m the captors’ faces The green fight went off I drop- 
ped the comic. The gnl returned to her seat and, so help me 
God, serenely returned to this distressing comic 
y The loudspeakers blared at Aomori, the ferry landing, 
givmg instructions, and when the tram pulled mto the station 
the passengers, who crowded into the aisle ns soon as the first 
syllable of the message was heard, sprmted through the doors 
and down the platform. The chicken farmers with their souv- 
emrs, the old laxhes hobblmg on wooden dogs, the youths with 
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skis, the girl with her comic through the lobby of the station, 
up the stairs, down several ramps, gathering speed and bump- 
mg each other, and tripping in the sandals that splay their feet 
into two broad toes - women shuffling, men running. Then to 
the row of turnstiles where tickets were punched, and six con- 
ductors waved people up the gangway and into their sections : 
First-Class Green Ticket Room, Ordinary' Room, Berths, 
Second-Qass Uncarpeted, Second-Qass Carpeted (here pas- 
sengers sat cross-legged on the floor). Within ten minutes the 
twelve hundred passengers had transferred themselves front 
the tram to the ferry, and fifteen minutes after the Hatsukan 
had arrived at Aomon, the Towada Maru hooted and drew 
away from the dock to cross the Tsugaru Straits At the Indian 
port of Rameswaram, a similar operation mvolving a tram and 
a ship had taken almost seven hours. 

I was m the Green Ticket Room with about 150 other 
people, who were, like me, trymg to adjust the barber chairs 
that had been assigned to them These sloping chairs were 
tilted back, and before the lights dimmed many people were 
snormg The four-hour crossing was very rough, the snow at 
Aomon had been deep, and we were now sailmg m a blizzard 
The ship twisted sharply, its fittmgs made low ominous 
groans, spray flew on to the deck, and snowflakes sifted past 
tbe portholes I went out to the windy deck, but couldn’t stand 
the cold and the sight of so much black water and snow. I 
settled into my chair and tned to sleep. Because of the snow- 
storm, every forty-five seconds the ship’s horn blew a moan 
into the straits. 

At four o’clock there was birdsong - twittenng and warbhng 
— over the loudspeaker another recordmg. But it was still 
very dark A few words from the loudspeaker and everyone 
rose and rushed to the cabm doors The ferry shpped side- 
ways, the gangway was secured, the doors flew open, and 
everyone made for the waitmg tram through the dry snow on 
the ramps at Hakodate Station Now I was runnmg, too I 



The Hatsukan Limited Express to Aomon 311 

going at Japanese speed I had learned at Aomon that I 
nad less than fifteen minutes to board the northbound tram to 

Sapporoj and I had no wish to be duffilled m such a desolate 
place. 



27 

The Ozora (‘Big Sky’) Limited Express 
to Sapporo 


‘The tram came out of the long tunnel mto the snow country' 
The earth lay white under the mght sky ’ The openmg 
Kawabata’s Snow Country (set elsewhere, on western Hons u 
descnbe the Ozora, an hour after leaving Hakodate It was 
still only five-thirty on that December mormng; I had never 
seen such distances of snow, and after six when the sun caine 
up and yellowed the drifts, givmg the snow the harsh ° 
desert sand, it was impossible to sleep. I walked up and down 
the train snappmg pictures of everythmg in sight it was 
somethmg no Japanese could possibly object to. ^ , 

In the dinin g car, a Japanese man told me, ‘This train ^ is 
called “Big Sky” because Hokkaido is the land of big 
tned to engage him in further conversation, but he cn > 
‘Please*’ and hurried away There appeared to be no other 
English-speakers on the tram, but while I was eating my 
breakfast, an American who mtroduced himself as Chester 
asked if he could jom me. I said fine I was glad to see him, to 
reassure myself that I was stiU capable of assessmg strangers 
and appreaatmg travel. The mental motion-sickness I had 
experienced the day before had disturbed me; I had recog- 
nized It as fear, and it was an mconvenient state of rmnd in 
Japan Chester was from Los Angeles. He had a handlebar 
moustache and wore lumberjack’s clothes checkered woollen 
shirt, twill pants, and lace-up boots. He taught English in 
Hakodate, where he had boarded the tram. The people in 
Hakodate were real mce, but the weather was real bad, his rent 
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^ real high, and hving was real expensive He was on his 
to Sapporo for the weekend to sec a girl he knew What 
I doing? 

I thought It would be unlucky to he a whiff of paranoia 
itad made me superstitious I told him exactly where I had 
^^aen, naming the countries, I said that I had been taking notes 
|,aiKi that, when I got back to England, I would write a book 
about the trip and call it The Great Railway Bazaar And I 
''’ant further I said that as soon as he was out of sight I 
Would Write down what he said, that the people were real nice 
and the weather vsras real bad, and I would describe his 
“mustache. 

All this candour had a curious effect Chester thought I was 
iinng, and when I convmced him I was telling the truth he 
bagan speakmg m a rather joshing conohatory way, as if I 
were crazy and might shortly become violent. It turned out 
he had an objection to travel books he said he didn’t ^ 
'Want to hurt my feehngs but that he thought travel books were 
useless I asked him why 

"Because everyone travels,’ said Chester ‘So who wants to 
tead about it?’ 

"Everyone gets laid, too, but that doesn’t ehminatc screwing 
ns a subject — I mean, people still write about it.’ 

‘Sure, but you take travelling,’ he said ‘Your average 
Person in the States thinks nothing about going to Bally I 
know lots of people - ordinary middle-class people - who go 
to really far-out places like Instantbull, Anchor, Tahcedy, you 
name it - my folks arc m Oh-sucker nght this minute. So 
they’ve been there already who wants to read about it?’ 

‘I don’t know, but the fart that they do travel might mean 
they’d be more interested m reading about it’ 

‘But they’ve been there already,’ he said obstinately 
‘By plane That’s hke going m a submarine,’ I said ‘A 
train’s different Look at us we wouldn’t be having this con- 
versation if we were on a plane. Anjtway, people don’t always 
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see the same t h ings in foreign countries. Tve got a theory that 
what you hear influences — maybe even determines— what you 
see. An ordinary street can be transformed by a scream. Or a 
smell might make a horrible place attractive. Or you might see 
a great Moghul tomb and while you’re watching it you’ll hear 
someone say “chickenzola” or *‘mousehole” and the whole 
tomb will seem as if it’s made out of paste — ’ 

What was this crackpot theory I was inventing for Chester? 
I couldn’t rid myself of the notion that I had to prove to him I 
was sane. My urge to prove my sanity made me gabble and 
my gabbling disproved my claim. Chester squinted at mCj 
siz ing me up in a pitying way that made me feel more than 
ever like Waugh’s Pinfold. 

*Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘Look, Fd love to talk to you, 
but Fve got piles of stuff to do.’ He hurried away, and for the 
rest of the trip he avoided me. 

The train had crossed a blunt peninsula, from Hakodate to 
Mon. We made a complete circuit of Uchiura Bay where the 
newly risen sun received intense magnification from the water 
and the snow on the shore. We continued along the coast, 
staying on the main line, which was straight and flat; inland 
there were mountain shelves and escarpments and the occa- 
sional volcano. Moimt Xarumae rose on the left as the train 
began to turn sharply inland, towards Sapporo on the Chitose 
Line People in hats with flapping earlaps and bulky coats 
worked beside the track, lashing poles together to make the 
skeleton of a snow fence. We left the shore of what was the 
western hirut of the Pacific; within an hour we were near 
Sapporo, where, from the hills, one can see the blue Sea of 
Japan. This sea fills the cold Siberian winds with snow, the 
vands arc constant, and the snow in Hokkaido is very deep in 
December. 

But there were not more than three skiers on the train. 
Later, 1 asked for an explanation. It was not the skiing 
season . the skiers would come later, all together, crowding the 
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slopes The Japanese behaved in concert, giving a seasonal 
tegulanty to their pastimes and never jumping the gun They 
shi in the skiing season, fly kites in the kite-flying season, sail 
boats and take walks m parks at other times custom specifics 
The snow m Sapporo was perfect for skung, but I never saw 
more than two people on a slope, and the mnety-meire ski 
‘‘'limp, although covered in hard-packed snow and dusted with 
lowdcr, was empty and would remam shut until the season 
ipened 

Mr Watanabe, the consulate driver, met me at the station 
md offered me a guided tour of Sapporo Sapporo has the look 
1 a Wisconsin aty m wmter it had been laid out with a T- 
iquarc and in its grid of streets lined with dirty snow arc used- 
^ lots, department stores, neon signs, plastic hamburger 
joints, nightclubs, bars After ten nunutes I called off the tour, 
ut It was a feeble gesture — we were stuck m traffic and not 
moving Snow began to fall, a few large warmng flakes, then 
Busts of smaller ones 
Mr Watanabe said, ‘Snow!’ 

‘Do you like to ski?’ I asked 
‘1 like whisky ’ 

‘Whisky?’ 

‘Yes ’ He looked stem The car ahead moved a few feet, Mr 
Watanabe followed it and stopped 
I said, ‘Mr Watanabe, is that a joke?’ 

•Yes 

"You don’t like to ski You like whisky ’ 

‘Yes,’ he said He conunued to frown ‘You like ski?’ 
'Sometimes ’ 

‘Wc go to mnety-metre ski jump ’ 

‘Not today,’ I said It was daikcmng, the snowstorm m 
midmommg had brought twilight to the aty 
‘This rejidenual,’ he said, indicatmg a row of cuboid houses, 
each on its own crowded plot and dwarfed by apartment com- 
plexes, hotels, and more bars, warming up their neon signs 
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Hokkaido was the last area in Japan to be developed: Sap- 
poro’s commeraal centre was new and, with American pro- 
portions and the American chiU, was not a place that invited a 
stranger to linger. Mr Watanabe guessed I was bored. He said, 
‘You want to see tzu?’ 

‘What kind of tzu?’ 

‘Wid enemas.’ J 

‘Enemas in cages?’ 

‘Yes. Very big tzu.’ 

‘No thanks.’ The traffic had moved another five feet and 
stopped. The snow had increased, and among the shoppers on 
the sidewall!: I saw three women in kimonos and shawls, their 
hair fixed into buns with wide combs. They earned parasols 
and held them against the drivmg snow as they minced along 
in three-inch dogs. iVIr Watanabe said they were geishas. 

‘Now where would geishas be going at this hour?’ 

‘Maybe to a crab.’ 

I thought a moment. 

He said, ‘You like: crab?’ 

I said, ‘Very much.’ 

‘Go?’ 

I had to say no. What I wanted to see was the resort, 
Jozankei, twenty miles from Sapporo in the mountains, where 
there is a hot spring. It was the influence of Kawabata, that 
novel that seemed more and more to me like a version of 
Chekhov’s ‘The Lady With the Little Dog’. Shimamura, on 
hohday, makes a casual arrangement with a geisha at a hot- 
spnng resort; and then he is possessed by her and goes back, 
love-struck against his will. He says, ‘Why else would anyone 
come to such a place in December?’ 

Mr Watanabe agreed to take me, and he said, ‘Buff?’ 

‘Maybe buff or maybe look,’ I said. 

He understood, and the next day we went to Jozankei 
Buff is a good word for the Japanese bath, since it consists 
not of washing but of lying naked in a steamy co mm u n al pool 
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and poaching yourself into a sense of well-being But at 5,000 
yen, nearly twenty dollars a bath, I realized I did not have the 
yen to be soaked that much In any case, the snow at Jozankei 
bad reached blizzard proportions mattresses of snow clouds 
hung over the ugly httlc hamlet, which had the look, such was 
Its heapied concentration, of having slipped from the walls of 
j^e beautiful mountain gorge It snows throughout the winter 
•n Jozankei, and it gets so deep, the people tunnel under the 
tnamovable drifts The roofs have wide Swiss eaves, the hyd- 
rant markers arc fifteen feet high 
The falling snow mufiled all sounds, it had stopped the cars 
kept people indoors It still fell, addmg to the drifts of dry 
akes already there, collectmg on the floor of the gorge, re- 
uang visibihty, and makmg the low houses into a few dark 
shapes in that whiteness - a jutting eave, part of a wall, a 
araokmg chimney pipe. Here was the top half of a sign, and, m 
rae blur of whirling snow, a pine grove shattered mto simple 
‘ shapes by lumps of snow I startled a flock of crows and only 
^en they flew up did the trees they were hiding appear 
tnere were more crwvs feeding on scraps at the back of a htde 
ran, they took off and roosted m the white air, their black 
^ratful feathers mdicaong the branches I wanted to snap a 
picture of the crows taking flight in the snow I clapped my 
hands and rushed at them They didn’t move. I tried agam and 
fell over mto a snowbank. As I got to my feet a Japanese 
woman with a basket went by, she spoke loudly m Japanese 
and tramped away Mr Watanabe laughed and covered his 
face. 


7 


*What did she say?’ 

He hesitaied- 
*Tcll me ’ 

‘She say you are eccentric.’ 

I turned to the woman and cawed, blatok' blatvk! blawkl 
She turned and yelled (according to Air Watanabe), ‘What did 
I tcU youl’ 
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We walked to the edge of the hamlet, to a slope where some 
snowbound skiers, three smudges in the blizzard, were waving 
their arms like stranded birds No sound; only their blurred 
motion Then we retraced out steps and found a restaurant 
We ate while our shoes dried on the kotatsu. This charcoai 
brazier, the main source of warmth in most Japanese homes, is 
only one item m a lengthy charge sheet that proves the 
Japanese work in the twentieth century and live in an earlier 
one We left towards the middle of the afternoon. Less than 
half a mile from Jozankei the snow let up it turned sunny, 
and the mountains were' large with light. I looked back to see 
Jozankei dark, grey, a storm still hanging over it like a curse. 

Mr Watanabe said, ‘You want to see Doctor Crack?’ 

One of the most respected figures in Sapporo’s history is 
Will iam S. Qark, a Massachusetts man. I had never heard of 
him, but learned he had been president of Massachusetts 
Agncultural College in Amherst. A stem fellow with an intel- 
hgent forehead and a saloon-keeper’s moustache, Dr Clark was 
one of the founders of Sapporo’s Agricultural College m 1876 
His statue in bronze is one of the holy objects of the city. The 
story^ is that after eight months as Sapporo’s dean he dimbed 
on his horse and headed back to Massachusetts. His students 
followed him to the outskirts of Sapporo where, at Shima- 
matsu, he wheeled around and lectured them. His parting 
words were. Boys, be ambitious ! Be ambitious not for money, 
selfish aggrandizement, not for the evanescent thing 

w men call fame Be ambitious for the attainment of all 
that a man ought to be.’ 

This ^^biguous valediction exated the Japanese (‘The 
phrase, “Boys, be ambitious I” has smce embodied the life 
target of our young people.’ - Sapporo Handbook), but the 
idea of a man from Mass. Aggie being remembered for telling 
the Japanese to be ambitious struck me as hilarious Doctor 
Crack I 

I gave my lecture. Over three months earher, m Istanbul, I 
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had spoken on the tradition of the Atncncan no\c], implying 
that It was special and local In India I contradicted most of 
this, and by the time I got to Japan I had come full arclc, 
'^^snning that there was no real tradition in Amencan wntmg 
that was not also European The novel was of the West, and 
even the writers we considered most Amencan, like Twain and 
^FauUaicr, were as alTcctcd b}’ the Bntish novel as b} their 
nauve inspiration It was as easy to deSne the Amencan tradi- 
as Borges did the Argentine one all of Western culture. 
3^ thesis, which might be true, disconcerted the Japanese, 
^cy stood and bowed at the end of the lecture, saying, ‘We 
3ve not read Mr Borges, but we have read Mr Leslie Fiedler 
He has wntten as follows 


Why don’t you stay and have a dnnk?’ 1 said afterwards to 
c pretty Japanese girl in the hallway It was the Shimamura 
me talking She hid her face in her fur collar and tossed her 
black hair 


'1 can’t,’ she said 
“Why not?’ 


Because,’ she said, and started to make her getawfay, ‘be- 
cause I am so shy ! ’ 

Wy offer was given impromptu, and it had to be turned 
down for that reason It was the wrong tunc the Japanese 
have a sense of occasion, which the following story may illus- 
trate That same mght in Sapporo, an American woman, whose 
daughter was m a Japanese kindergarten, vras invited to 
dinner by another mother, whose daughter was m her child’s 
‘dass The dinner had two purposes - to mtroduce the Ameri- 
oan woman to Japanese culture, and to butter up the teacher, 
Who had also been invited This feedmg of teachers - treatmg 
^ them at expensive restaurants — is a co mm on feature of 
Japanese courtesy and presumably guarantees that your child 
witt get the friendly attenuon he deserves The dmner was 
served by two geishas, three more geishas played music, and 
the food came m such great quannties that after an hour the 
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three diners abandoned the pretence of eating and spoke on 
subjects of mutual concern, the Japanese women revealing 
considerable interest in the age at which American ones begin 
menstruating. 

The food stopped coming; more tea was brought, and the 
Japanese mother took out a parcel wrapped in cloth. She said 
it was a surprise and demurely she imdid the ribbons and 
wrapping^ and took out a scroll. She said it was quite old, 
painted perhaps 150 years ago, and she laid it on the floor. The 
geishas put down their instruments and the eight women 
crouched on the tatami of this private restaurant cubicle while 
the owner of the scroU unrolled it eight inches. This was a 
panel showing a sturdy bald monk leering at a geisha. There 
was a poem beside it, which was read and translated before the 
next panel was shown. Here the monk was fumbling with the 
appalled geisha and tearmg at the lower half of her kimono. 
The poem accompanying this picture was recited as ceremoni- 
ously as the one before, and the lady went on unrolling. This ^ 
progressed, picture by picture; fully extended, the scroll 
showed a pornographic sequence of the lusty monk pictured in 
various stages of rape. Later on, I was able to gamin e it, and 
I can testify that the wounded vulva and the tumescent pistol- 
hke penis were rendered in vivid detail, though I agree with 
the English critic Wflliam Empson, who (writing on Beards- 
ley) said, . , . the Japanese print-masters, too, lose their 
distinctive line when they turn aside and create Pomers.’ In 
the eighth panel the monk showed signs of fatigue, in contrast 
to the geisha who looked mightily aroused: she had redder 
eyes and she appeared in more predatory postures. Panel nine 
showed her seizing the fleemg monk’s flaccid penis; panel ten 
had the agonized monk on his back and the geisha hunkered 
over him unsuccessfully st uffin g his penis into her; and panel 
eleven, the clincher, depicted a much-aged monk being forced 
to fondle her . the geisha, wearing an ecstatic smile, had a firm 
grip on his hand, which she was directing against the bright 
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bead of her chtons The Japanese mother clapped her hand 
and aU the women laughed - the geishas loudest of all 
The sense of occasioHj the formahty of the dinner, 
of the food, the presence of the geishas, the absence o men 
all the rules observed - made the viewing of this P 

of pornography possible Any hmt of the casu wo ov 
iiuined It The scroU, roUed up and wrapped, w^ 
presented to the Amencan woman she was told that ® ^ “ 
show It to her husband, but she must not allow her httlc gi^o 
sec iL After a week it was to be returned to its owner 
Arnencan woman was baffled - and shghtly embarrass^ mat 
the kindergarten teacher had witnessed it all But e 
can ■woman (who told me the story) was flattcre at 
offered this glimpse of the Japanese culmral soronty, w 


was undoubtedly the whole mtenaon 
Titde people m a big hurry,’ said a man on ffle 
south, and he thought he’d nailed them down But 
thought about that ceremony in the Sapporo teahouse. 


Hokkaido looked like Wisconsin. 



The Hikari (‘Sunbeam’) Super Express 

to Kyoto 


Back at Tokyo Central, on Platform 18, a hundred Japanese 
men in grey suits stood watching my tram. There was a 
melancholy reverence in their faces. They had no luggage, 
they were not travellers. Grouped aroimd one car in a respect- 
ful semicircle, they stared, their eyes fixed to one window. 
Inside the tram, at that window, a man and woman stood next 
to their seats, their chms just showing below the window 
frame The whisde was blown; the tram started up, but before 
it moved an mch the man and woman began bowing at the 
window, agam and again, and outside on the platform, the 
hundred men did the same — quickly, because the train was 
speedmg. The bowing stopped: the hundred men burst mto 
applause. The man and woman remamed s tandin g until we 
were out of the station and then they sat down and each 
opened a newspaper. 

I asked the Japanese man next to me who they might be 
He shook his head. For a moment I thought he was going to 
say, ‘No Engnsh’ - but he was thinkmg. He said, ‘Offhand, I 
would say a company director. Or it could be a pohtiaan. I do 
not know him ’ 

*It’s qmte a send-off.’ 

‘It is not unusual in Japan. The man is important His 
employees must show some respect even if - he smiled - 
‘even if they do not feel it in their hearts ’ 

I wanted to pursue the matter, but I was framing a question 
when this man beside me reached into his bnefcase and took 
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out a well-thumbed copy of the Penguin edition of The 
Golden Bowl He opened it in the middle, flexed the limp 
spine, and began reading I did the same with Silence, by 
Shusaku Endo, feehng lucky beyond behef that F had Endo 
not Henry James to cheer me up The man chcked his 
aDpomt pen, scnbblcd three characters m an already scrib- 
\ od margm, and turned the page Watching someone read the 
ter James can be very tinng I read untfl the conductor came 
y> and when he had finished pundung everyone’s ticket he 
'''olked backwards up the aisle, bowmg and saying, ‘Thank 
youl Thank you 1 Thank you 1’ until he reached the door The 
Japanese have perfected good manners and made them mdis- 
'^'^Soishable from rudeness 

I looked out the window, watchmg for the Tokyo suburbs 
to ^d, but they continued to appear, stretchmg as far as I 
™ d see along the flat biscuit-brown plain. The Hikan Super 
press, the fastest passenger tram m the world, which travels 
over 300 miles from Tokyo to Kyoto m less than three hours, 
^er really leaves the pure horror of the mcgalop>olis that joins 
cities Under a sky, which tawny fumes have given 
c texture of wool, are pylons secured by cables, buildings 
shaped hkc jumbo rheostats, and an unzoned clutter of 
houses, none larger than two stones, whose picture windows 
front on to factones Inside - 1 knew this from an cvemng visit 
ht Tokyo — the houses arc stark, austere, impeccable, impios- 
®iblc to date accurately, outside the faded wood retains the 
<tolour of soot that has sifted from the neighbourhood faaory 
chimney, and no house is more than a foot from the one next 
door To sec this populanon density is to conclude that over- 
^ crowding requires good manners, any disturbance, anjuliing 
less than perfect order, would send it sprawling 

A glimpse of two acres of farmland made me hopeful of 
more fields, but it was a novelty, no more than that the tiny 
• plough, the mrrow furrows, the winter cropis sown indies 
apart, the ha> not stacked but collcacd in small swatches — a 
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farm in miniature. In the distance, ±e pattern was repeated on 
several hills, but there the furrows were filled with snow, 
givmg the landscape the look of seersucker That was the 
image that occurred to me, but by the time I thought of it we 
were nules away. The train moved faster than my mind - so 
fast, everyone remamed seated. It was hard to ramble around a 
tram moving at that speed - a single lurch would have you on 
the floor - and the only people who risked the aisles were the 
girls pushing trolleys wi& tea and cookies. Lackmg the tradi- 
tional features of the railway bazaar, the Japanese train rehes 
on aircraft comforts silence, leg room, a readmg h'ght 
charging an extra ten doUam to sit two (instead of three) 
abreast, and discouragmg passengers from standmg and gab- 
bmg at the exits Speed puts some people to sleep; others it 
makes breathless. It doesn’t enhven conversation I missed the 
slower trams with the lounge cars and the rackety wheels 
Japanese tram journeys were practical, uncongemal transitions 
from city to city only the punctual amval mattered The 
frseeeeeeeefronnnng trams of Asia were behmd me Soil, I put 
my oar m. 

‘I see you’re reading Henry James ’ 

The man laughed 

‘I find the later James evasive,’ I said. 

‘Hard to understand?’ 

‘No, not hard to understand — just evasive ’ 

‘You can take my course ! ’ 

‘Do you give a course on James?’ 

‘Well, I call the course simply '‘The Golden Bowl” ’ 

‘It sounds ambitious,’ I said. ‘How long does it take your 
average student to read The Golden Bowl?’ 

‘The course lasts two years ’ 

‘Which other book do they read?’ 

‘Just that one.’ 

‘Good God ! How many lectures do you give?’ 

He did a httle arithmetic, using his fingertips, then said. 
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‘About twenty lectures a year That would make forty lectures 
altogether ’ 

Tm reading Shusaku Endo ’ 

*1 noticed He is one of our Christians ’ 

“Do you teach Japanese hterature?’ 

Oh, yes But the students keep saying we’re not modem 
^ enough They want to read books wntten after the war ’ 
‘^5duch war?’ 

“World War One - the ones wntten after the Meiji restora- 
tion ’ 

So you concentrate on the classics?’ 

“Yes, ei^th century, nmth century, also eleventh century ’ 
He enumerated the works and put the James aw^ He was, he 
said, a university professor His name was Professor Toyama 
and he taught at one of the umversities m Kyoto He said I 
would like Kyoto Faulkner had liked it very much, and Saul 
Bellow - well, he had liked it too ‘Mr Saul Bellow was not 
enjo5nng himself Then we took him to a stnp show He liked 
« quite a loti’ 

‘I bet’ 

Are you mtcrested in stnp shows?* 

Up to a pomt,’ I said “But the one I saw wasn’t a stnp 
show Sadists making love to masochists, nude suiades — Pve 
never seen such blood I I really don’t have the stomach for it 
Have you ever been to NichigeH Music Hall?’ 

*Ycs,’ said Professor Toyama. “That’s nothmg ’ 

‘Well, I don’t find transfusions erode, Pm sorry Fd like 
to see the Japanese take sex out of the emergency ward ’ 

“In Kyoto,’ he said, “we have a very spcaal stnp show - 
three hours long It is famous. Saul Bellow found it most 
interesdng Largely It is a lesbian show For example, one gui 
will wear a mask — the speaal mask used m kabukt theatre It 
IS a fierce face with a very long nose Quite obviously this is a 
phaUlc symbol The girl docs not wear it on her face - she 
wears it down here, under the waist Her parmer leans back 
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and she inserts this nose and pretends to have intercourse The 
high point of the evening is, excuse me, the showing of the 
cunt. When this is done, everyone claps But it is a wonderful 
show I think you should see it sometime.’ 

‘Do you go very often?’ 

‘When I was younger I used to go all the time, but recently 
I only go to accompany visitors But we have many visitors ! 

He spoke precisely, his hands clasped , he was diffident, but 
he could see I was mterested, and I had told him I too had 
been a university lecturer He knew my hosts m Kyoto* he 
said he might come to my lecture there. He asked me about 
my travelhng and questioned me closely about my tram jour- 
neys through Turkey and Iran. 

‘It IS a long tnp from London to Japan on the train.’ 

‘It has Its moments,’ I said. I told him about Mark Twain s 
Following the Equator^ and the wry traveller Harry De Wmdt 
who, at the turn of the century, had written From Pans to 
New York by Land and From Pektn to Calais by Land Pro- 
fessor Toyama laughed when I quoted what I could of De 
Wmdt’s advice m this last book; 

I can only trust this book may deter others from following my 
example, and shall have satisfaction in knowing that its pages 
have not been wnnen in vain M Victor Meignan concludes 
his amusing work De Pans a Pekin par terre, thus - ‘N’allez pas 
led C'est la rnorale de ce livreP Let the reader benefit by our 
experience, 

‘Once,’ said Professor Toyama, ‘I sailed from London to 
Yokohama. It took forty days It was a freighter — so not many 
passengers on board. There was only one woman on this ship. 
She was the girlf nend of a fellow — an architect But they were 
as man and wife That is the longest I have had to put up with 
lack of women. Of course, when we got to Hong Kong we 
went ashore and watched some pornographic films, but they 
weren’t any good at alL It was a stuffy room and the projector 



The Htkan Super Express to Kyoto 327 

kept breakmg down German films, I think The pnnts were 
very bad Then we went to Japan ’ 

■Was Hong Kong your only stopk’ 

Tenang was another’ The tram came to a t, c 
beam’s only stop, forty-five seconds at Nagoya, then we were 
off 

‘There are lots of girls m Penang ! ’ I said 
That is true. We went mto a bar and found a pimp 
drank some beer and the pimp said, “We have girls upstmrs 
There were five of us - all Japanese students commg from 
England We asked him if we could go up, but before be d let 
us he insisted on saying all the pnees There was a lan^age 
difficulty as welk He had a penefl and paper He wrote down, 
“One mtercourse” - so much, “two times” - so much agam 
Other things — well, you know what sort of thin g He tol us to 
choose. This was very humfliatmgl We bad to say how many 
times we would do it even before we went upstairs o 

naturally wc refused. , 

‘1 asked him if he had a lesbian show But he a clever 
pimp He pretended not to understand I Then he un 
we explained it. He said, “The Chinese 
those thmgs Wc have no lesbian show” We deaded to go 
back to the ship He was very interested for us to smy H 

said, "We can have a show I can find a °‘TroJrse this 

play the male part and the rest can watch But of course this 

Was out of the quesnon ’ „ tVic 

In replv I told him about the child brodiel m Madras, the 
pimps the sotual knacks m Viennme and 

L4kok At this point in my mp my 

^very large, and Professor Toyama was so appreciative he 
X mT hT^ card For die remamder of the ,ourn^ he 
S *Endo, and the company “ 

what marhave been a speech or report, covering ^ 

. sheet he held on his bHefcase with sy^cmcal columns rf 
characters Then the music box sounded, and we were warned 
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in Japanese ancj English about the brevity of the stop in 
Kyoto. 

No need to hurry,' said Professor Toyama. ‘The train will 
be here for a full minute ' 

Travelling over a long distance becomes, after three months, 
hke tasting vsdne or picking at a global buffet A place is 
approached, sampled, and given a mark. A visit, pausing 
before the next tram pulls out, forbids gourmandizing, but a 
return is possible So from every lengthy itinerary a simpler 
one emerges, in which Iran is pencilled over, Afghanistan is 
deleted, Peshawar gets a yes, Simla a maybe, and so on And it 
happens that after a while the very odour of a place or the 
sight of it from a comer seat in the Green Car is enough to 
influence the traveller tn reject it and move on. I knew m 
Singapore that I would never return, Nagoya I had dismissed 
at the station in less than forty-five seconds, Kyoto I filed away 
for a return journey. Kyoto was like a wine bottle whose label 


you rnemonxe to assure some future happiness. 

It is the Heian Shrme, a comic red temple where in the 
wmter-bare garden there is an antique trolley car amid the 
dwarf tre^, on forty feet of track, upraised hke a sacred 
o ject, it is the pleasant weather, the wooden teahouses, the 
surroun^'ng mountains, the tram cars on the roads, the com- 
panionable atoosphere of dnnkmg among learned men in tiny 
ars on e city s back lanes No money changes hands in these 
bars; no chits are signed. The people who drink at these places 
are more than regular customers - they are members The 
hostesses keep a record of what they eat, and the dnnkmg is 
easily accounted for Eveiy man has m the bar’s cupboard his 
own bottle of Very Rare Old Suntoiy Whisky, his name or 
number inked m white on the bottle. 

By ^o o’clock in the morning, in one of these Kyoto bare, 
we had ranged in conversation from the varieties of Japanese 
humour to the subtle erouasm in IVliddleton’s Women Beware 
Women. I brought up the subject of Yukio Alishima, whose 
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suidde had appalled his Western readers but apparently had 
given rehef to many Japanese, who saw m him dangerous 
ifflpenal tendenaes They seemed to regard him the way an 
American would regard, say, Mary McCarthy, if she were a 
vocal Daughter of the American Revolution I said I thought 
^Aishima seemed to be basmg his novels on Buddhist prmd- 
ples. 

*His Buddhism is false — very superficial,’ said Professor 
Kishi Tie was just dabbhng m it.* 

Mr Shigahara said, *11 doesn’t matter The Japanese don’t 
faiow anything about Buddhism, and Mishima didn’t feel it 
We don’t feel it as deeply as your Cathohcs feel Cathohosm. 
It IS our way of hfe, but not devotion or prayer Your 
^ Cadiohcs have a spiritual sense ’ 

That’s news to me,’ I said But I could sec how a Japanese 
reach diat conclusion after readmg Endo’s Silence, 
which is about rehgious p>ersecuOon and degrees of faith I 
said that I had read Alishuna’s ‘Sea of Fertihty’ novels I had 
hked Sprmg Snow very much. Runaway Horses was rather 
niore difiBcult, and The Temple of Dawn I found completely 
bafiBlng on the subject of reincarnation 
‘Well, that’s what it’s about,’ said Professor Kishi 
*11 sounded farfetched to me,’ I said 
‘And farfetched to me, tool’ said Mr Iwayama. 

‘Yes,’ said Mr Shigahara. ‘But when you read those last 
novels you understand why he committed smade ’ 

*1 hwl that feehng,’ I said ‘He believes m remcamation, so 
presumably he expects to be back pretty soon ’ 

‘I hojje not I’ said Professor Kishu 
‘ReaUy?’ 

“Yes, I really hope not. I hope he stays where he is ’ 

‘Example of Japanese humour 1’ said Air Iwayama. 

‘Brack humour 1’ said Professor Aliyakc. 

A steamy white thin g, the shape of a bar of soap, was set 
befote me on the bar 
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‘That IS a turnip. Kyoto is famous for them. Eat it - yoti 
wjU find It very tasty,’ said Professor Kishi, who had assumed 
the role of host. 

I took a bite it was fibrous but fragrant. The bar hostess 
said something in Japanese to Professor Kishi. 

‘She says you look like Engelbert Humperdmck ’ 

‘Tell her,’T said, ‘I think she has beautiful knees.’ 

He told her. She laughed and spoke again. 

‘She hkes your nose ! ’ 

The foUowmg day I took my hangover to the top of Mount 
Hiei. I was guided by Professor Varley, a former teacher of 
mme, who saw in Kyoto a temporary refuge from the intensi- 
fymg foohshness he had found in Amherst Nearmg retirement 
age, he had withdrawn in disgust and fled to Kyoto. We rode 
on the velvet seats of the Keifuku Electric Railway to Yase 
Park where the maples still had some leaves, small orange 
twirling stars, then the cable car to the second summit - snow 
appearing on the ground as we rose, then to the ropeway, a 
danghng capsule that passes over the tops of snowbound 
cedars, to the top of the mountam It was snowing here We 
walked through the woods to various temples and at one 
remote spot met a group of twenty weather-beaten peasants, 
mainly old men and women and a few fat girls, taking their 
first hohday after the harvest and tummg them red toughened 
faces towards these mountain shrmes Their leader had a flag, 
which he had draped on his head, hke the Ceylonese signalman 
m the monsoon, to keep dry. The group passed us, and shortly 
we heard them rmgmg the temple bell The log clapper hit the 
colossal bronze, s umm oning and warning, and these booms 
earned through the snow-snll forest and followed us all the 
way down 


t 



The Kodama (*Eclio*) to Osaka 


The Kodama is bnef a foutteen-rninute buzz, a sigh, and 
you’ve amved I had found my seat, dug out my notebook, and 
set It on my lap, but no sooner had I dated the page than the 
Echo was m Osaka and the passengers were scrambling out. 
Another echo reached me on the platform of Osaka Station, a 
thought the tram had outstripped the suburbs of Kyoto are 
oho the subiwbs of Osaka. Hardly worth wntmg down unless 
one also observes that the Osaka suburbs filled me with such a 
sense of desolation that, on arrival, 1 went to bed I had 
planned to get tickets for the puppet theatre, Bunraku — it 
doomed the appropriate move for the travel writer to make in a 
change city If you sec nothing you wntc noihmg you compel 
yourself to see But I felt too gloomy to put myself mto the 
greater gloom of the street. It was not only the grey buildings 
and the sight of a mob of people in surgical masks waiting on a 
Sidewalk for die hght to change (m itself worrying a soaety 
Without jaywalkers might mdicatc a society witiiout artists), it 
was also the noxious Osaka air, said to be two fifth poisonous 
gas 

Witness, then, the aspirant to a travel book, with a pillow 
over his head at a hotel in Osaka, with no memory of ius inp 
there except the sight of a notebook page, blank except for its 
date, and a homd rccoUecnon of a aty like a steel trap some- 
one has forgotten to bait. I started diinkmg, assummg it was 
sundown, when it is no enme to dnnk or flirt with another 
man’s wde, but the dim hght had thrown me It was mid- 
aftemoon I drank anyway, finished my half-botfle of gm, and 
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Started on the row of beer bottles the hotel proprietors had 
thoughtfully put in the room’s refrigerator I felt like a travel- 
ling salesman holed up in Baltimore with a full case of 
samples what was the point in getung out of bed? Like the 
paranoid salesman, I began to invent reasons for not leaving 
the hotel, excuses I would dehver home instead of orders. 
Twenty-nine tram tnps turn the most intrepid wnter into 
Willy Loman But aU journeys were return journeys The 
farther one travelled, the nakeder one got, until, towards the 
end, ceasing to be animated by any scene, one was most one- 
self, a man in a bed surrounded by empty bottles. The man 
who says, ‘I’ve got a wife and kids’ is far from home; at home 
he speaks of Japan. But he does not know — how could he? — 
that the scenes changmg in the train window from Victoria 
Station to Tokyo Central are nothing compared to the change 
in himself, and travel wntmg, which cannot but be droll at the 
outset, moves from joumahsm to fiction, amving as promptly 
as the Kodama Echo at autobiography. From there any further 
travel makes a beelme to confession, the embarrassed mono- 
logue m a deserted bazaar. The anon 5 m 3 ous hotel room m a 
strange aty, I was thinkmg - the pillow still over my head - 
dnves one mto the confessional mode But the moment I 
beg^ to enumerate my sms, the telephone rang. 

‘I’m m the lobby downstairs It’s about your lecture- 
^ It was a repneve At the Cultural Centre I breathed alcohol 
mto the microphone, and speakmg about Nathanael West, said 
patronizmgly, ‘A wnter you may not be famihar with-’ 
‘Professor Sato-’ a Japanese girl began. 

A man jumped up and ran out of the room. 

‘- has translated all his books.’ 

runmng man was Professor Sato. Hearing his name, he 
a pamcked thoroughly, and afterwards, when I mqmred 
about him, the others apologized and said he had gone home. 
Had I read Japanese novels? they wanted to know I said yes, 
but that I had a question. ‘Ask Mister Gotoh I ’ one said and 



The Kodama to Osaka 333 


patted Mr Gotoh on the shoulder Mr Gotoh looted as if he 
were going to cry I said that the Japanese novelists I had read 
salt With the question of old agt as few other writers did, 
wth compassion and insight, but that in at least four instances 
^ bigh pomt of the novel came when the old man turned mto 
a voyeur Thinkmg of the Nichigeki Music HaU, Professor 
I oyama s lesbian show, and the girl’s comic book on the Early 
> I said that this voyeunsm was always cleverly stage- 
™attaged by the protagonist what was there about witnessmg 
shenanigans that so appealed to the Japanese? 

Maybe,’ said Mr Gotoh, ‘maybe it is because we are Bud- 
dhists’ 


thought Buddhism taught conquermg desire,’ I said, 
^^ybe watchmg is conquering,’ said Air Gotoh. 

T wonder ’ 

The question was unresolved, but I connnued to think that 
® Japanese, who were tireless as factory workers, had amved 
® some pomt of sexual exhaustion that had its refinement m 
^tching an act they had no mterest m perforrmng themselves 
tins, as m so many other thmgs, was the Japanese combina- 
tion of advanced technology and cultural decadence 
On my way back to the hotel alone, I stepped mto a book- 
store for a guidebook to the U S S R. and not findmg one set- 
tled for a copy of Gissmg’s Nem Grub Street I walked until I 
found a bar Through the wmdow, decorated with Asahi and 
^mn beer bottles, the bar looked cheerful, but it was not until 
1 got inside that I saw the five Japanese drunks, the splashed 
floor, the broken chairs The men’s faces were pink, the flesh 
around their eyes swollen with alcohol, and they had lost thar 
customary politeness They staggered over and embraced me 
One said, ‘Wha yo fuml’ Another thumped me on the back 
and said, *Yo bey goo boyl’ A man thrust his face into mmc 
•Yo nose bey becg oncT They demanded that I speak Jap- 
anese. I said I couldn’t. The man who had called me a very 
good boy blew me a raspberry and said, ‘Yo bey bad boy I ’ 
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I ordered a beer. The Japanese girl behind the counter 
poured It and took my money. A fat-faced man said, 
goal ' Yo lah Japan goal ! She goo • ’ He tweaked my nose and 
laughed salaciously. He said I should take the girl home. I 
smiled at the girl She winced. 

A man sang. 

Mitsubishi, mitsui, sanyo 

Honda yamasaki, tshikawa^ 

Or words to that effect He stopped, punched me on the ai 
and said, ‘Yo sin a son ! ’ 

‘I don’t know any.’ 

‘Bad boy ! ’ 

‘Wha yo no lah me?’ said the fat-faced man He was a short 
beefy fellow He began to shout accusingly in Japanese and 
when one of his fnends tned to drag him away he put his 
hands behmd my head, pulled my face towards his, and kissed 
me There were dehghted barks and shouts of pleasure, I 
managed a smile and then tipped myself through the door and 
ran 

It was, an American assured me, an untypical occurrence 
‘What I mean is — no Japanese man ever tried to kiss me 
Somethmg equally untypical happened on the Hikan back to 
Tokyo, a delay of twenty minutes Outside Nagoya the Hikan 
came to a stop, the Japanese passengers grew restless and after 
fifteen minutes some were muttering It was a rare moment of 
breakdown, and when we got to Tokyo I decided to go to the 
offices of Japanese National Railways to find out why the tram 
had stopped I went to the Kotetsue Buildmg and put my 
question to a man m the Publicity Section He bowed, led me 
to his desk, and made a phone call 

‘A fire was reported on the line,’ he said ‘Computer gets 
mformation Computer corrects mistake We hope it will not 
happen agam ’ He gave me a pamphlet explaining the com- 
puter that regulates the high-speed trams ‘It is all here ’ 
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‘May I ask you another question?’ 

So ’ He closed his eyes and sm3ed 
Sometimes Japanese trams stop for thirty seconds at a 
station. That’s not very long Do you ever have any aca- 
dents?’ 

‘We do not keep a record of sudi acadents,’ he said' *1 can 
|Say there are not many CoSee?’ 

Thank you ’ A cup of coffee was placed at my elbow by a 
2dy pushing a coffee trolley She made a shght bow and 
tdieeled to the next desk. We were m a large office, holdmg 
periiaps fifty desks, where men and women sat processmg 
^cfcs of paper ‘But what about the passengers,’ I said ‘Do 
®2y mind all this jumping on and off? They have to be so 
quickl’ 

Japanese people are qmck, I think,’ he said 
*Yes, but they cooperate, too ’ 

Tassengers cooperate to make the trains normal It is 
Japanese nature to cooperate ’ 

‘In other countries passengers might want more than forty- 
five seconds at a major station ’ 

Ahl Then the trains are dowl’ 

Jb^t, nght, but why is it— ’ 

As I spoke, orchestral music filled the large ofSce. From my 
^^pcriencc on Japanese raflwajis I knew an announcement was 
*®®nig But there was no announcement immediately, die 
tnusic played, loud and a bit off-l«y 
*You were s^mg?’ 

1 forgot my question,’ 1 said The music went on. I 
Wondered how anyone could work in a place where this sound 
Was so loud I looked around No one was working Each clerk 
had put his pencil down and had risen- Now the voice came 
over the loudspeaker, first secaning to explain and then speak- 
mg m the familiar sing-song of the exercise leader The office 
workers began to swing their arms, sightmg along their fore- 
arms, doing semaphore, then they swayed, bendmg at the 
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waistj then they did little bailcdc jumps The female voice on 

e loudspeaker was naming the cabsihcnics, the patter that 
goes, Now here s one to make the blood flow in that aching 

nec Twist around . two . . , tlircc . . . four. And again.> two 
. . three . four . 

It was a few mmutes past three So every day this hap- 
pened ! No shirking, cither the clerks were really going to 
tmvn, domg deep knee-bends and jaunty arm-flutters. The ' 
effect was that of a scene m a musical in which an entire 
unembarrassed oflSce gets to its feet and begins high-stepping 
auaong the fiHng cabmets 

You re missmg your exercises.’ 

‘It IS all nght ’ 

T^e phone rang on the next desk I wondered how they’d 
au e It A head-waggmg woman answered it, stopped wag- 

giug er head, muttered something, then hung up She re- 
sumed her wagging 

‘Any more questions?’ 

I said no I thanked him and left. And now he joined the 
o ers m e oflBce He stretched out his arms and reached to 
&e n^t, two-three-four, then to the left, two-three-four. All 
tn uisi^ents were commandmg the Japanese 

votes '’T' instmraents, given them 

thTson^ th the hghts and 

muscles, Kcto J 
hke flawed doeWmk tovs^erf 

mg machme that wodd one unforgiv- 

at woma one day wear them out. 
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The Trans-Siberian Express 


The M V KJiabarovsk 

Trans-Sibenan Express is a stale- 
of the d ®htp that safls two or three times a month out 

Tsusan, smog of Yokohama, through the wmdy ' 

^trents toI, Japan - m whose buckmg 

PtimorsV ^ bhzzards vanish - to Nakhodka, m frcczmg 
to throw from Vladivostok- It is the only way 

tail head T t- ^ pneumonia route through gales to the 
ttddled V, ^ tram, the ship follows Soviet custom it is 
Marxist tJass distmctions so subtle, it takes a tramed 
appreaate them. I was m a four-berth cabm at the 
descn subclassifications of “Hard Class’ (a truer 

Bru other dass Intounst advertises as ‘Soft*) 

and Jeff, the Austrahans In the upper bunks, were 
tvous about gomg to Siberia. Anders, a young Swede, car- 
With one of-those unthawed Scandmavian faces that 
of sexual smugness and a famished imagination, was m 
toe bunk opposite. He listened to die Austrahans, and when he 
Said, ‘Hey, I hear it’s cold in Sibena, I knew it would be a 
^tigh crossmg 

By late afternoon on the first day the coasthne of Honshu 
Was snowy and we were entering the straits Already the bow 
and foredeck of the Khabarovsk were sealed in blue ice. Apart 
from the occasional hghthouse and a few rusty trawlers pitcfa- 
mg wildly m the strong current, there were no signs of hfe 
The shore and the mountains behmd it were bleak. “That is 
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Osorayama,' said one of the Japanese students, motioning to a 
mountain. Tliere are demons who hve on the top. So people 
never go near here.’ The Japanese stood at the rail, snapping 
pictures of this bewitched place. They took turns photograph- 
ing each other, holdmg a h'ttle slate with the date, time, and 
place chalked on it : the poses were always the same, but the 
information on the slate altered rapidly. They were mostly 
students; some were tourists There were a score of them, and 
they were going ever 3 W?here, but only one spoke Engh’sh The 
sociologist on his way to the Sorbonne did not speak French, 
nor did the man on his way to the Max Planck Institute speak 
German. They had phrase books. These they thumbed con- 
tinually. But the phrase books weren’t much help in con- 
versation, They had been compiled by fastidious Japanese and 
contained such Japanese sentences as ‘The room does not suit 
me!’ in German, English, Italian, French, and Russian. 

I took New Grub Street to the bar, but there were inter- 
ruptions : Japanese students drew up chairs and sat in a circle, 
holding their phrase books hke choristers with hymnals, in- 
quiring about the price of a room in London; an American 
couple wanted to know what I was reading; and there was Jeflj 
the older Australian, on his way to Germany. Jeff had three 
days growth of beard and he habitually wore a beret to cover 
his baldness. He hated the ship, but he was hopeful. 

Tver been on a ship hke this?’ he asked. 

I said no. 

Listen, I had a fnend who w^ on a ship like this. He w^. 
going from Sydney to Hong Kong, I think. He said everyone 
was very nice when th^ got on board, but as soon as they were 
at sea they started going crazy. You know what I mean? 
Doing t hin gs diey didn’t normally do.’ He leered. ‘Kind of 
losing their marbles ’ 

That night there was a film about Alinsk in the lounge. Jeff 
w^ent and later described it to me. It depicted Minsk as a 
sunny city of fashion shows and football games, and closed 
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With dctafled shots of a steel mill Afterwards the Russian 
stewards got their instruments and organized a dance, but it 
Was poody attended Two Yugoslav shippmg offiaals danced 
With the hbranans from Adelaide, the American danced with 
Ins wife, the Japanese watched, dutchiUg their phrase books 
‘Anyone lose his marbles?’ I asked 
k This IS no voyage,’ said Jeff ‘This is like a Sunday-school 

'^ting K you ask me, I think it’s because the Russians arc in 
charge ’ 

The bartender, a muscular blonde lady m pink ankle socks, 
nstened to Jeff’s complamt. She said, “You don’t like?’ 

1 hfee,’ said Jeff ‘It’s )ust that Fm not used to it ’ 

Nikola, the Yugoslav, jomed us He said he’d had a wondcr- 
d time at the dance He wanted to know the name of the 
otter libranan. He said, ‘Fm divorced - ha, ha 1 ’ 

Galina Petrovna,’ I said to the bartender ‘Another beer, 
please’ 

The blonde put down her knitting, and, mumbling to 
Nikola m Russian, filled my glass 
Nikola said, ‘She wants you to <^11 her Galya. IFs more 
friendly ’ 

I don’t think 1 have any thin g to gam by callmg her Galya. 
“You are nght.’ He winked ‘Nothmg to gam.’ 

'K^e talked about Yugoslavia Nikola said, ‘In Yugoslavia wc 
have three things — freedom, women, and dnnkmg 1 t-- — - 

‘But not all at the same nmc surely?’ I said The mention of 
freedom brought the conversation around to Djilas, the per- 
secuted Yugoslav writer 

This Dinas,’ said Nikola. ‘I tdl you steury I am m school 
They make me rat Djilas I have to rat all he has rcct About 
Stalccn He say, hum, Staleen same as Zayoosh Zayoosh, the 
Greek gat. Not he theenh Ukc Zayoosh, but looTt like Zayoosh - 
big face and great head 1 call D}ilas traitor of communcesh. 
This 13 why He rcct book - big book - call it, hum, Con- 
vcrsation with Staleen But, hum! he says now Stalccn is 
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monstra Monstral First Zayoosh, then monstra. I ask you 
why. Why? Because Djilas is traitor-’ 

Nikola had been the captain of a Yugoslav ship. He was 
now an oflScial with a shipping company, on his way to 
Nakhodka to inspect a damaged freighter. He wished he was 
still a captain, and he reminisced about the time his ship had 
nearly sunk m a storm m these Tsugaru Straits. We were pass- ; 
ing through dangerous currents, he said. ‘Sometimes you have 
to pray, but don’t let the men see you I ’ 

Late at night the bar of the Khabarovsk held only the 
American couple, Nikola, a gloomy Pole whose name I never 
learned, and me. The American couple said they were ‘mto the 
occult’. I asked them for proof. They told me ghost stories. 
One was about a Japanese doll they had been given; it had a 
chipped nose. ‘Get nd of it! It’s alive!’ a Japanese man told 
them. It had a soul. They went to a temple, sprinkled salt in a 
circle, and performed a purification ceremony. ‘Or else sorne- 
thing might have happened to our faces.’ I said this was pure 
speculation They told me another story. This happened m 
New Orleans. They were given a strange book. Dinner guests 
remarked on how depressing their house had become, the book 
was giving off emanations. They burned the book in an ash 
can, and a week later their house burned to the ground - no 
one knew why. 

‘I know a dealer m old prints,’ I said, and began to tell them 
the most fnghtemng story I know, ‘The Mezzotmt’, by M R* 
James. 

‘Yike!’ said the woman when I finished. Her husband said, 
‘Hey, are you into the occult, too?’ 

* 

The next morning we were out of the straits; I thought the Sea 
of Japan would be calmer, but it was much worse. Nikola 
explamed that there were two currents in the Sea of Japan, the 
warm K3mshu current from the south, and the cold current 
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Mdavthe*^*°^n ereat turbu- 

°f the sweJmp 1 ^ the deepness 

gave me a sensat ^ windows The dropping ship 
*<^wsamoml,T? '^"'B^tlcssness, which the shudLnng 
4 half fear _ ti^gj ^ turned into nausea. The seasickness was 
t^uld have to ^ founder in that icy sea, that we 

hfeboats Po wi the snow and those waves in frail 

J^ePolc said I looked ilL 

" feel 01 ’ 

‘‘^t drunk.’ 

Itad Th^ afterwards, as if I 

« was lo^with the evni tremendously, 

“8 doors and loose 

doos It seemeH ti, Phoards and walls so shrill with vibra- 
cabin Anderc ^ "'ere about to burst apart. I went to my 
®t>d Bruce werT^ teady m his bunk, lookmg ghastly Jeff 
t^ear of die “oaning Now the ship seemed to be leaping 

then dron staying airborne for five noisy seconds, and 

"ork. I H sidewa5fs with a terrific wrenching of wood- 

In his si ° clothes Lifeboat Seven was min e, 

j Sleep, Anders shneked, 'NoF 

agai^l dawn the sea was at its roughest Again and 

head thrown upwards from my bunk, and once I hit my 
jjj °° the bunk’s frame At dawn - the hghi showed through 
^ e ice on the porthole - the sea was calmer 1 slept for an 
our, before bemg awakened by another bump to hear the fol 
lowing exchange. 

Hey, Bruce.’ 

‘Mm?’ 

“How’s your httle Ned Kelly?’ 

‘Mawnght.’ 

*Ya throw ya voice?’ 

“Naw ’ 
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‘Gee, It’s rough ! These beds mahe a heU of a racket' 

Jeff was silent for a while. Anders groaned I tried to tune 
the radio I had bought in Yokohama. 

‘I wonder what’s for brekkie?’ Jeff said at last. 

Breakfast (salami, ohves, runny eggs, damp bread) was 
served to eight passengers. The rest, including aU the Jap- 
anese, were seasick. I sat with the Pole and Nikola The Pole 
and I were talking about Joseph Conrad. The Pole called him 
by his ongmal family name, Korzeniowski Nikola wondered 
at my interest and said, ‘He writes about Staleen too, this 
Korzeniowski?’ 

That was our last day on the Khabarovsk. It was sunny, but 
the temperature was well below zero — much too cold to spend 
more than a few minutes on deck I stayed m the bar reading 
Gissing Around noon Nikola showed up with an old grizzled 
Russian m tow. They drank vodka, and, once primed, the Rus- 
sian began telhng stories about the war. The Russian (Nikola 
translated) had been a mate on a ship called the Vanzetti - its 
sister ship was the Sacco - a deCrepit freighter captamed by a 
notorious drunkard In a convoy of fifty ships crossmg the 
Atlantic the Vanzetti was so slow it dropped far behmd, and 
one day, when the convoy was almost out of sight, a German 
submarme approached. The captain radioed for assistance, but 
^ convoy sped away, leaving the Vanzetti to fend for herself. 
The V^etti somehow eluded two German torpedoes The 
sub surfaced for a look, but the drunken captam had swung his 
rusty caimo^ound, he fired once, puncturmg the sub and 
smlong iL The Germans came to beheve that this bulk, 
manned by mcompetents, was a secret weapon, and gave the 
convoy no ^er trouble. When the Vanzetti limped mto 
Reykjav^, the Bnnsh organized a special party for the Rus- 
sians, w o s owed up two hours late, bellowing obscene songs, 
an e captain, paral3mc with dnnk^ was awarded a medal 

I saw seagulls in the afternoon, but it was five o’clock before 
the Soviet coast came mto view Surprisingly, it was bare of 



343 


The TransStbenan Express 

snow It was brown, flat, and treeless, the gnmmest landscape 
®d ever laid eyes on, like an immense beach of frozen dirt 
waAed by an oily black sea The Russian passengers, who 
^ then had sloped around the ship m old clothes and felt 
ppers, put on wrinkled suits and fur hats for the amval, and 
nng the starboard deck I saw them pinning medals (‘Ex- 
^^plary Worker’, ‘Yakutsk Cooperative Soacty’, ‘Blagovesh- 
onsk Youth League*) to their breast pockets The ship was a 
nng tune docking at Nakhodka. I found a sheltered spot on 
s eck, fiddled with piy radio, and got gypsy music - violins 
^ping like a chorus of npsaws A deck hand m a mangy fur 
3t Md ragged coat crouched by the davit. He asked me, m 
Bush (he had been to Seattle 1), to turn the music louder It 
the Moldavian half-hour on Moscow Radio He smiled 
® y> showing me his metal dentures He was from Moldavia, 
far from home. 


2 TheVostok 

The Sibenan port of Nakhodka in December gives the impres- 
®ttin of bemg on the very edge of the world, in an atmosphere 
that docs not qmte support life The slender trees are leafless, 
the ground is packed hard, and no grass grows on it, the streets 
have no traffic, the sidewalks no people There are hghts bum- 
tug, but they are like hghthouse beacons positioned to warn 
people who stray near Nakhodka that it is a place of danger 
®tid there is only emptiness beyond it. The subzero weather 
makes it odourless and not a single sound wrinkles its silence. 
It IS the sort of place that gives nse to the notion that the eartii 
is flat. 

At the stauon (‘Proper name is Tikhookeanskaya Station’ - 
Intounst brochure), a building with the stucco and proporUons 
of the Kabul madhouse, I paid six rubles to change from Hard 
Qass to Soft The clerk said this was highly irregular, but I 
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insisted. There were two berths in the Soft-Class compart- 
ments, four in Hard, and I had found the cabin in the Khab- 
arovsk a salutary lesson in overcrowding. Russian travel had 
already made me class-conscious; I demanded luxuiy. And the 
demand, which would have got me nowhere in Japan, where , 
not even the prime minister has his own railway compartment 
(though the emperor has eleven carriages), got me a plush ^ 
berth in Car Five of the Vostok. 

‘Yes, you have question please?* said a lady in a fur hat 
The platform was freezing, crisscrossed with the moulds of 
footprints in ice. The woman breathed clouds of vapour. 

*I m looking for Car Number Five.’ 

‘Car Number Five is now Car Number Four. Please go to 
Car Number Four and show voucher. Thank you.’ She strode 
away. 

A chilly group of complaining people stood at the entrance 

to the car the lady had indicated. I asked if it was Car Number 
Four. 

^ This is it, said the American occultist 

‘But they won’t let us in,’ said his wife. ‘The guy told us to 
wait’ 

A worlonan came, dressed like a grizzly bear. He set up a 
ladder with the meaningless mechanical care of an actor in an 
experimental play whose purpose is to baffle a bored audience. 
My feet had turned to ice, my Japanese gloves admitted the 
wmd, my nose burned with frostbite - even my knees were 
cold. The man s paws fumbled witii metal plates. 

^eep^, Fm cold I’ said the woman. She let out a sob. 

*000 1 cry, honey,’ said her husband. To me he said, ‘Ever 
see an5nthing like it?’ 

The man on the ladder had removed the 4 from the side of ^ 
ffle car. He shpped 5 into the slot, pounded it with his fist, 

escen the ladder, and, dapping the uprights together, 
signalled for us to go inside. 

I foxmd my compartment and thought; How strange. But I 
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delmous with the purest joy a travd- 
. “ost comfortable 

^ on a platfor^ °° Parked 

W ^ godforsaken town in 

•^“oibed as W.T^rT ® «>“P^nnt that could only be 
jThe car itself K ^ certainly pre-revolution 

^ndon pub The ** ® narrow lounge m a posh 

evervroliP passage floor was caipcted, there were mir- 
varmshed wnn^’ ^ pohshed brass fittings were reflected in 
pairs of Inm ’ P^PP^^ etched on the glass globes of the 
^ of ^2^P® *0 mirrors, hghting the tasselled cur- 

ment dnnrc roman numerals on the compart- 

otocheted was Vn I had an easy chair on which 

^0 floor ^'^^'^nrs had been neatly pinned, a thick rug on 
^flowerli^ 1 ^n the toflet, where a gleaming 

n was fi coiled next to the sink. I punched my pillow 

Up , Warm goose feathers And I was alone. I walked 
jjjd *ke room, rubbing my hands, then set out pipes 

®cco, shppets, Gissmg, my new Japanese bathrobe and 
^'ted myself a large vodka. I threw myself on the bed, con- 
^tulatmg myself that 6,000 miles lay between Nakhodka and 
^cow, the longest train journey m the world 
to get to the duung car that evening I had to pass through 
'''tr carnages, and between them m the rubber booth over the 
Coupling was a yard of Arcuc An icy wind blew through the 
”Ps m the rubber, there was snow on the floor, a thickness of 
heavy crystals on the car wall, and the door handles were 
coated with frost I lost the skin from my fingerups on the 
door handles, and thereafter, whenever I moved between the 


cats of the Trans-Sibenan Express, I wore my gloves Two 
babushkas acknowledged me. In white smocla and turbans 
they stood with their red arms in a smk. More old ladies were 
sweeping the passage with brushwood brooms - a nation of 
stooping, tabounng grannies Dinner was sardines and stew 
made palatable by two tots of vodka. I was joined halfway 


346 The Great Railway Bazaar 

through by the American occultists. They ordered wine The 
wife said, ‘We’re celebrating. Berme’s just fimshed his mtem- 
ship.’ 

‘I had no idea occultists served internships,’ I said. 

Berme frowned. He said, Tm an M.D.’ 

‘Ah, a real doctor!’ I said. 

‘We’re celebrating by gomg around the world,’ said the 
wife. ‘We’re on our way to Poland — I mean, after Irkutsk.’ 

‘So you’re really hving it up.’ 

‘Sort of.’ 

‘Bemie,’ I said, ‘you’re not going to go back and become one 

of those quacks that charge the earth for curing halitosis, are 
you?’ 

It costs a lot of money to go to medical school,’ he mut- 
tered, which was a way of saying he was. He said he owed 
$20,000. He had spent years learning his job. Textbooks were 
expensive. His wife had had to work. It didn’t sound much of 
an ordeal, I said. I owed more money than that. He said, ‘I 
even had to sell my hlood.’ 

‘Why is it, I said, ‘that doctors are always telling people 
how they sold their blood as students? Don’t you see that 

sdhng blood by the pint is just another example of your 
avarice?’ 

^ Berme said, *1 don’t have to take this from you.’ He grabbed 
his wife by the arm and led her out of the dinmg car. 

‘The great occultist, I said, and realized that I was drunk. I 
went back to Number VII, and just before I switched off the 
table lamp I looked out the window. There was snow on the 
ground, and in the distance, under a cold moon, those leafless 
stickhke trees. 


♦ 

It was pitch dark when I woke up, but my watch said it tvas 
past eight o’clock. There was a pale dawn breaking at the 
bleak horizon, a narrow semicircle of hght, like the quick of a 
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^ gJowed, a winter fluorescence on 

gaJows. Ptunorsk, hghnng the smafl wooden bun- 

fidds of Oh kki smoking chimneys, surrounded by 

Up. f ^ snow drifts Some people were already 

fiootj That ^ black coats and heavy felt 

ipolv dnli ^ iheni look clubfooted They walked like roly- 
*“uk our T ^^vily padded sleeves making their arms 
®un shdino"^ ^ winter dawn I saw one especially agfle 
u Vokp ^ slope, steering his feet like skis, he camrf 

*^cs, b uckets After breakfast I saw more of these 

look^ f'^^urners, a horse-drawn sleigh with a man m it 
^ his ^ crack his whip, and another man puU- 

® that h a sled But there were not many people out 

Up road there many settlements, and there were 

cem.Ki * ^ smoking huts were set without any dis- 

“^ble pattern m trackless fields 

doudl^ broke through the band of haze and then shone m a 
eaj. warming the cunains and rugs of the sleeping 

gej.jj occasional staUons, wood-framed, with gin- 

Post ° Peuks, but we stopped long enough only to view the 
uts, portraits of Lemn, fiortraits of workers, and murals 
S people of various colours looking courageous and bnk- 
g arms I looked for a reaction on the faces of the Japanese 
me Vostok, they remamed impassive Perhaps the murals 
Upicted Chinese and Russians? It was possible This was a 
deputed area. All the way to IChabarovsk we travelled along 
Chinese border, which is at that point the Ussun River 
"Ut maps are misleading - this corner of Chma was no 
different from the Soviet Union it lay frozen under deep 
snow and in the bright sunlight there were crooked forests of 
silver birch 

The aty of Khabarovsk appeared In the snow at noon, and 
over the next week I grew accustomed to this deadly sight of a 
Soviet aty approaching on the Trans-Sibenan hnc, buned at 
the bottom of a heavy sky first the acres of wooden bun- 
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galows on the outskirts; thenj where the tracks divided, the 
work-gangs of wonaen chipping ice from the switches; the 
huflSng steam locomotives and the snow gradually blackening 
with fallen soot, and the buildings p ilin g up, until the city 
Itself surrounded the tram with its dwellings, log cabins and 
cell blocks But m the history of the Trans-Sibenan Railway, 
Khabarovsk is an important place. The great railway, pro- 
posed m 1857 by the American Perry McDonough Collins and 
finally begun m 1891 under Tsarevich Nicholas, was com- 
pleted here in 1916 The last link was the Khabarovsk Bridge 
over the Amur River, then the way was open by rail from 

Calais to Vladivostok (now off-limits to foreigners for mihtary 
reasons). 

Everyone got off the Vostok Express, most of them to catch 

a plane for the nine-hour flight to Moscow, some — including 

myself - to spend the night m Khabarovsk before taking the 

Rossiya Express I jumped on to the platform, was seared by 

the cold, and ran back mto the Vostok to put on another 
sweater. 

pleSe'’ ^^o^st lady. ‘You wfll stay here on platform 

I said it seemed a httle nippy out there. 

‘It IS Aairty-five below tzero,’ she said. ‘Ha, haJ But not 
Celsius ! 

In the bus ^e ^ked whether there was anythmg speaal Fd 
hke to do m Khabarovsk I was stumped for a moment, then 
said. How about a concert or an opera?’ 

She smiled, as anyone m Bangor, Marne, might have if 
^ked the same question. She said, ‘There is musical comedy. 
You like musical comedy?’ 

I said no. 

‘Good, I do not recommend." 

After lunch I went in search of pipe tobacco I was running 
low and faced six smokeless days to Moscow if I couldn’t find 
any. I crossed Lemn Square, where a statue of the great man 
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(^0 never visited the aty) showed him posed with his arm 
m the gesture of a man bailing a taxi On Karl Marx 
t nevpspaper sellers m kiosks said they had no tabak but 
cred me Pravda with headhnes of the ‘Khabarovsk Heavy 
ustiy Workers Applaud Smolensk Sugar Beet Workers on 
® cord Harvest’ vanety, then to a lunch counter My glasses 
ft^ed up, I saw misty people m overcoats standmg against a 
^ j tabak Outside, the steam turned to frost 

^ hnded me This I corrected m a grocery store, piled with 
utter and big cheeses and shelves of pickles and bread I 
stored stores at random the State Bank of the USSR, where 
^sst portrait of Marx glowered at depositors, the Youth 
^e Headquarters, a jewellery store, filled with hideous 
ocks and watches and people gapmg as if in a museum. At 
c end of the street I found a small envelope of Bulganan 
P ^tobacco Commg out of the store I saw a familiar face 
Hear about Bruce?’ It was Jeff His nose was red, his beret 
pulled over his cars like a shower cap, his scarf was wound 
®Wund his mouth, and he was dancing with the cold He 
P ucked at the scarf and said, ‘He’s butcher’s hook.’ 

"^^at’s that?’ 

‘You don’t know the hngo Jesus, ifs cold ! That’s rhyming 
slang’ 

‘Butcher’s hook’ in cockney rhyming slang means “look 
He’s look} It didn’t make sense I said, ‘What’s it rhyrmng 
for?’ 

‘He’s crook,’ said Jeff, hopping, attractmg the stares of pass- 
Big Sibenans ‘Crook - don’t they say that m the States when 
someone’s sick?’ 

1 don’t think so ’ 

‘He looked seedy this mommg Lips all cracked, glassy eyes, 
running a temperature Intounst took him to a ho^ital I 
think he got pneumoma m that fuckmg ship ’ 

We walked back to the hotcL Jeff said, ‘It’s not a bad place 
It looks like it’s coming up ’ 
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*It doesn't look that way to me.* 

We passed a shop where about 150 people were lined up. 
The ones at the end of the line stared at us, but in the front of 
the line, at the half-open door, they were quarrelling, and if 
you looked closely you could sec them crashing through th< 
narrow entrance, all elbows, one at a time, I wanted to set 
what they were queuing for — obviously something in short 
supply - but Jeff said, ‘On your nght,' and I turned to see an 
enormous poheeman gestunng for me to move along. 

There were some oriental-looking people in the crowd; 
Khabarovsk seemed to be full of them, plump Chinese with 
square dark faces. They are the aboriginal people of the 
region, distant cousins of the American Eskimos, and arc 
called Goldis ‘A sartonally pracncal tnbe,’ wntes Hannon 
Tupper in his history of the Trans-Sibenan, remarking that 
Aey changed from weanng fish skins in summer to dog skins 
m winter But in Khabarovsk that December day they were 
dressed the same as everyone else, m felt boots and mittens, 
overcoats and fur hats. Jeff wondered who they were. I told 

He said, ‘That’s funny, they don’t look like abos.’ 

In the hotel restaurant Jeff made a beehne for a table where 
two pretty Russian girls sat eating. They were sisters, they 
^d. Zhenyia was studymg Enghsh, Nastasya’s subject was 

ussian hterarure (‘I say Russian hterature, not Soviet htera- 
mre this I do not hke ) We talked about books Nastasya’s 
favounte author was Chekhov, Zhenyia’s was J. D Salinger - 
o den Khaulfield is best character in every hterature ’ I 
sai I was an admirer of Zamyatin, but they had not heard of 
the author of We (a novel that inspired Orwell to wnte 1984^ 
which It much resembles), who died m Pans in the twenties 
trymg to wnte a biography of Amla the Hun. I asked if there 
were any novehsts in Khabarovsk 
Chekhov was here,’ said Nastasya 

In 1890, Anton Chekhov visited Sakhalin, an island of con- 
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^ctSj 700 miles from KhabarovsL But in Sibena all distances 
*tc relative Sakhalm was nght next door 
^0 else do you bke?’ I asked 

Nastasya said, “Now you want to ask me about SoMienit- 

syn.’ 

^ Wasn’t gomg to,’ I said ‘But smcc you mentioned him, 
v“at do you thmk?’ 

"I do not like ’ 

‘Have you read him ?’ 

■No’. 

Ho you think there’s any truth m the statement that sodal- 
t^rcalism is ann-Marxist?’ I asked 
^k my sister this question,’ said Nastasya. 

W Jeff vTas talkmg to Zhenyia and makin g her blush Then 
® addressed both girls ‘Look, suppose you could go to any 
®^tiy you liked Where would you go?’ 

2ienyia thought a moment. Finally she said, ‘Spam.’ 

*^63, 1 think so,’ said Nastasya. ‘For me — Spam. 

'Spamn shouted Jeff 

‘Because it IS alwa 3 ts hot there, I think,’ said Zhenyia. The 
sisters rose and paid their bilL They put on their coats and 
and mittens and pulled their woollen pompom caps 
down to their eyes, and they set off mto the dnvmg wind and 
Snow 

Later the Intourlst lady took me on a tour of the aty I said 
I Wanted to see the nver She said, ‘First, faaoryl’ There 
Were five factones They made, she said, ‘Kebles, wcenches, 
Poohes, bults ’ In front of each one were six-foot portraits of 
hard-faced men, ‘Worfters of the Month’, but they might 
easily have been photographs of a Chicago bowling team. I 
said they looked tough. The Intounst lady said, ‘They have an 
opera company ’ This is meant to rebuke the visitor these 
monkeys have an opera company 1 But opera is pohdcally 
neutral and the Khabarovsk opera house was vacant most of 
die time. If there was an alley they’d have had a bowhng 
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team There wasn’t much to do in Khabarovsk — even the 
Intounst lady admitted that. After various obelisks and monu- 
ments and a tour of the museum, which was full of dusty tigers 
and seals, all facing extmction, we went to the cast bank of the 
Amur River. The Intounst lady said she would wait in the car. 
She didn’t like the cold (she wanted to go to Italy and work for 
Aeroflot) 

The nver at this point is half a mile wide. From where I 
was standing I could see dozens of men, huddled on the ice, 
each one near a cluster of holes They were ice-fishermen, 
mainly aged men who spent the wmter days like this, watching 
for a tug on their lines. I scrambled down the bank and, 
marching mto a stiff wmd, made my way across the ice to 
where an old man stood, watching me come near. I said hello 
and counted his lines, he had chopped fourteen holes in the 
two-foot-thick ice with a blunt axe. He had caught six fish, the 
largest about nine mches, the smallest about four inches, and 
all of them frozen solid. He made me imderstand that he had 
been fishing smce eight o’clock that morning, it was then half- 
past four I asked h i m if I could take his picture, ‘hlyeri’ he 
said and showed me his ragged overcoat, his tom cap, the nps 
m his boots He urged me to take a picture of one of his fish, 
but, as I was about to snap, something caught my eye It was 

the comb of a fish spme, flecked with blood, the head and tail 
stiU attached. 

‘What happened to him^’ I picked up the bones. 

The old man laughed and made eating movements with his 
mittens, champing on his decayed teeth So he had caught 
seven fish- the seventh was his lunch 

After ten minutes of this I was stiff with cold and wanted to 
go. I fumbled m my pockets and brought out a box of Japanese 
matches Did he want them? Yes, very much » He took them, 
thanked me, and when I turned to go be humed over to show 
them to a man fishing fifty yards away 

The ice-fishermen, the old ladies sweeping the gutters with 
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^ St' ^“arrelluig line of people at the shop on Karl 
‘“ght the ^ another side to Khabarovsk That 

troIv^^T^*^ officers and 

SfflDtv women. The tables were covered 

*®Ss niany ate their Sibenan dump- 

champagne. I lingered, talfcmg to a 
T’i'hat oKth ^ '^eclmmg Soviet birthrate. 

“We fsnffiy plannmg?’ I asked 

o “^^gtostopitl’ 

^ y°u succeeding?’ 

The bid ^ increase production.’ 

® saxophone, a piano, snare 
wonien*^ Moon’ And die army officers were dancing 
itched tfae?^ I ^ wore sweaters under their low-cut dresses, 
wens staggered with their partners Some 

buQjjjgd jv There were shouts A waltzing couple 

^ hotfl ^ stuffing a dumpling mto his mouth 

Said t * ®^hed to the floor, there was a scuffle The captain 
‘Now you must go ’ 


3 The Rossiya 

whenever I thought of the Trans-Slbenan Ex- 
I saw stainless sted bowls of borscht spilhng m the 
car of the Rossiya as it rounded a bend on its way to 
Moscow, and at the curve a dear sight from the window of our 
and black steam locomotive — from Skovorodino on- 
Its eruptions of steamy smoke diffused the sunhght nnH 
'^ed mto the forest so that the birdies smouldered and the 
niagpies made for the sky I saw the gold-upped pmes at sun- 
set and the snow lymg softly around dumps of brown grass 
like cream poured over the ground, the yachtlike snowploughs 
at Zima, the ochreous flare of the floodht factory dunmeys « 
Irkutsk, the sight of Mannsfc in cariy morning, black cranes 
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and black buildings and escaping figures casting long shadows 
on the tracks as they ran towards the lighted station -- some- 
thing temble in that combination of cold, dark, and little 
people tripping over Siberian tracks, the ice-chest of frost 
between the cars, the protrusion of Lenin’s white forehead at 
every stop; and the passengers imprisoned in Hard Class fur 
hats, fur leggmgs, blue gym smts, crymg children, and such ; 
powerful smell of sardmes, body odour, cabbage, and stale 
tobacco that even at the five-mmute stops the Russians jumped 
on to the snowy platform to risk pneumoma for a breath ol 
fresh air; the bad food; the stupid economies, and the men and 
women (‘No distmction is made with regard to sex m assigning 
compartments’ — Intourist brochure), strangers to each other, 
who shared the same compartment and sat on opposite bunks, 
moustached male mirroring moustached female from their 
grubby nightcaps and the blankets they wore as shawls, down 
to their hefty ankles stuck m crushed shppers. Most of all, I 
thought of It as an experience m which time had the tnck 
distortions of a dream the Rossiya ran on Moscow time^ and 
after a lunch of cold yellow potatoes, a soup of fat lumps 
called solyanka, and a carafe of port that tasted like cou^ 

syrup, I would ask the tune and be told it was four o’clock m 
the morning. 

The Rossiya was not like the Vostok, it was new. The sleep- 
mg cars of East German make were steel syringes, insulated in 
grey plastic and heated by coal-fired boilers attached to fur- 
nace and samovar that gave the front end of each carnage the 
look of a cartoon atom smasher. The provodmk often forgot to 
stoke the furnace, and then the carnage took on a dull that 
some^ ow induced nightmares m me while at the same tune 
denying me sleep The other passengers in Soft were either 
suspiaous, drunk, or unpleasant a Goldi and his white Rus- 
sian w e and small leathery child rode in a nest of boots and 

ankets, two aggrieved Canadians who ranted to the two 
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Ubrarians about the insolence of the provodntk, an 
n whole tnp wearing the same 

at the ^ GePrgian who loohed as if he had problems 

several alcohohcs who played noisy 
slee pyjamas Conversabon was hope- 

ifoundpH^ ^ alarming, and the perversity of the docks con- 

^^esbnH- That first day I wrote m my diaiy, 

^ moftes me hungry 

•hen packed Everyone had vegetable soup, 

twn wrapped around a Wiener schmtzd, served 

aicess ~ ® fat^ady who bossed the diners 

™ y, and a pretty black-haired girl who doubled as 
aejTt d as if she might jump off the tram at the 

at m ^ Opportunity I ate my lunch, and the three Russians 
? table tned to bum agarettes from me As I had none we 
^^^pted a conversation they were gomg to Omsk, I was an 
encan. Then they left, I cursed myself for not buymg a 
^>^an phrase book m Tokyo 

A man sat down with me His hands were shakmg He 
omered Twenty mmutes later the fat lady gave him a carafe 
of yellow wine He splashed it mto his glass and drank it m 
1^0 gulps He had a wound on his thumb, which he gnawed as 
oe looked womedly around the car The fat lady gave his 
shoulder a slap and he was off, moving njisfly in the direction 
of Hard But the fat lady left me in peace I stayed m the 
'f“Ung car, sipping the sticky wine, watchmg the scenery 
change from flat snow fields to hills - the first since Nakhodka 
The dtOQpmg sun gilded them beautifully and I expeaed to 
See people m the shallow woods I stared for an hour, but saw 
none. 

Nor could I establish where we were My Japanese map of 
the Soviet Umon was not helpful, and it was only m the even- 
ing that I learned we had passed through Poshkovo, on the 
Chinese border This added to my disoncntabon 1 seldom 
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knew where we were, I never knew the correct time, and I 
grew to hate the three freezers 1 had to pass through to get to 
the dining car. 

The fat lady’s name was Anna Feyodorovna and, though she 
screamed at her fellow countrymen, she was pleasant to me, 
and urged me to call her Annushka I did and she rewarded me 
With a special dish, cold potatoes and chicken — dark sinewy 
meat that was like some dense textile Annushka watched me'' 
eat. She wmked over her glass of tea (she dipped bread into 
the tea and sucked it) and then cursed a cripple who sat down 
at my table Eventually she banged a steel plate of potatoes 
and fatty meat m front of him. 


The cnpple ate slowly, lengthening the awful meal by saw- 
ing carefully at his meat A waiter went by and there was a 
smash The waiter had dropped an empty carafe on to our 
table, shattering the cripple’s glass The cripple went on eating 
with exquisite sang-froid^ refusing to acknowledge the waiter, 
who was muttering apologies as he picked up pieces of broken 
g ass from the table. Then the waiter plucked an enormous 
sbver of glass from the cnpple’s mashed potatoes. The cnpple 

choked and pushed the plate away. The waiter got him a new 
meal. ^ 

^Sprechen Sie Deutsch?^ asked the cripple. 

‘Yes, but very badly.’ 

T speak a htde,’ he said in German. T learned it in Berlin. 
Where are you from?’ 

here?°^^ ^ *What do you think of the food 


‘Not bad, but not very good.* 

‘I think It’s very bad,’ he said. *What’s the food like it 
Amenca? 

‘Wonderful,’ I said. 

He said, ‘Capitalist! You are a capitalist!’ 

Perhaps ’ 

Capitalism bad, communism good.’ 
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‘BuUshit,’ I said in Engbsh, then in German, ‘You thinlc 
so?’ 

In America people kill each other with pistols Pah' Pahl 
Like that' 

1 don’t have a pistol ’ 

"^at about the Negroes? The black people?’ 

“What about them?’ 

*You Idll them,’ 

'Who tells you these things?’ 

'Newspapers I read it for myself Also it’s on the radio all 
dietime.’ 

‘Soviet radio/ 1 said 

Soviet radio is good radio/ he said 

The radio m the dining car was playing jazzy organ music. 
It Was on all day, and even m the compartments — each one 
^ 2 d a loudspeaker — it continued to mutter because it could not 
turned off completely I jerked my thumb at the loud- 
speaker and said, ‘Soviet raiiio is too loud ’ 

He guffawed Then he said, Tm an mvahd Look here -no 
foot, just a leg No foot, no foot I’ ' 

He raised his felt boot and squashed the toe with the ferrule 
of his cane. He said, "I was m Kiev durmg the war, fight i n g 
the Germans They were shooting - Pah! Pah! - like that. I 
foinped mto the water and started swimnimg It was winter — 
cold water - very cold water! They shot my foot off, but I 
didn’t stop swimming Then another time my capiam said to 
me, “Look, more Germans-” and in the snow - very deep 
snow — 

That mght I slept poorly on my bench-sized bunk, dream- 
ing of goose-stepping Germans with pitchforks, wearmg hel- 
mets like the Rosa’s soup bowls, they forced me mto an iqr 
nver I woke M.y feet lay exposed m the draught of the cold 
window, the blarftet had slipped off, and die blue night hght 
of the compartment made me think of an operating theatre. I 
took an aspirin and slept until it was hght enough m the cor- 
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ridor to find the toilet. That day, around noon, we stopped at 
Skovorodmo The provodnik, my jailer, showed a young 
bearded man into my compartment. This was Vladimir. He 
was going to Irkutsk, which was two days away. For the rest of 
the afternoon Vladimir said no more. He read Russian paper- 
backs with patnotic pictures on their covers, and I looked out 
the window. Once I had thought of a tram window as allowing 
me freedom to gape at the world, now it seemed an impnson- 
mg thing and at times took on the opaaty of a cell wall. 

At one bend outside Skovorodino I saw we were bemg 
pulled by a giant steam locomotive I diverted myself by try- 
ing (although Vladimir sucked his teeth m disapproval) to 
snap a picture of it as it rounded curves, shootmg plumes of 
smoke out its side. The smoke rolled beside the tram and rose 
slowly through the forests of birch' and the Siberian cedars, 
where there were footprmts on the ground and signs of dead 
fires, but not a soul to be seen The countryside then was so 
changeless it might have been a picture pasted agamst the 
window It put me to sleep. I dreamed of a particular cellar m 
Medford High School, then woke and saw Siberia and almost 
cned Vladimir had stopped reading He sat agamst the wall 
sketchmg on a pad with coloured pencils, a picture of tele- 
phone poles I crept mto the comdor. One of the Canadians 
had his face turned to the miles of snow. 

He said, ‘Thank God we’re getting off this pretty soon How 
far are you gomg?’ 

‘Moscow, then the train to London.’ 

‘Tough shitsky.’ 

‘So they say.’ 

He said, ‘I don’t even know what day it is It’s gomg to be 
Christmas soon. Hey, did you see that house bummg back 
there?’ 

‘No’ 

The previous day he had said, ‘Did you see the truck that 
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the nver and crashed through the ice? WeU, the 
^ anyway.’ I wondered if he made it up He was 
doTO j ^ seeing disasters and events I looked out the win- 
j saw my anxious reflection 

Gruh compartment and started to read New 

•Aoid d ^sit the combmation of bad hght and cold 

dtwewM ^ and the dcchne of poor Edwm Reardon 
uj tne to the pomt of fatigue I slept, I dreamed I was 
snow cabm with my wife and children. There was 

peopj^ mirror at the wmdow I was frettmg some 

^7 f ^ away, had to be told some tragic news 

but I agreed to go and tell them this 
® closet for a pair of boots and said, ‘What 
^^you, Anne? Aren’t you coming?’ 

pjj stjy ^ Anyway, Fm reading - 1 think 

^dressed Annushka, the goi^on of the Rossiya dining car, 
^o appened to be drinking tea m a comer of this cabin. *You 
, always sajrs she wants to go with me, but 

^ the tune comes she never docs 1 ’ 

^mne, my wife, said, 'You’re just delaying 1 Go, if you’re 
“ otherwise, shut the door and stop talking about 

I held the cabm door open Outside, it was all emptiness 
cold wmd blew Into the room, throwing up the skirts of 
tablecloth and ratthng the lampshades Snow sifted on to 
die log floor 

I said, ‘Well, Fm gomg if no one else wilL’ 

‘Can I come too. Daddy?’ I looked mto my httlc boy’s 
'Thiteface He was pleading His shoulders were pathetic. 

‘No,’ I said *I have to go alone.’ 

'Shut the door!' 

I woke up My feet were cold The compartment window 
was black and the carnage bounced (only the Trans-Sibcnan 
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bounces, because the rails have square rather than staggered 
jomts). The dream was an intimation of pamc, gmlty travel- 
Img, and a lonehness that made me lonelier still when I wrote 
It and examined it 

Vladimir had stopped sketching. He looked up and said, 

Xhatr 

1 understood. The Swahih word for tea is also chat. He 
hollered for the provodntk. Over tea and cookies I had my first 
Russian lesson, copying the words down phonetically on a 
notebook page* a dreary occupation, but it passed the time 
and was preferable to dozmg into nightmares. 

The dining car that night was empty and very cold. There 
was frost on the windows and such a chill in the air that the 
breath of the argumg employees was visible in steamy clouds 
Vassily Prokofyevich, the manager, was domg his accounts, 
snappmg his abacus. I had now been m the dining car enough 
times to know that by late afternoon Vassily, a short scar-faced 
man, was drunk He jumped up and showed me his breath - 
vodka-scented steam — then dragged out a case of beer and 
demonstrated how the beer had frozen inside the bottles. He 
rubbed one m his hands to thaw it for me and barked at Nma, 
the black-haired gul. Nma brought me a plate of smoked 
salmon and some shced bread. Vassily pomted to the salmon 
and said, ^Kita'’ 

I said, ^Eto karasho kita.' 

Vassily was pleased. He told Nma to get me some more. 

I tapped on the frosty wmdow and said, "Eto okhnor.' 

^Daj da * Vassily poured himself some more vodka He 
guzzled iL He gave me an mch m a tumbler. I drank it and 
saw that Annushka was at her usual place, dipping bread into 
black tea and suckmg the bread slice 

I motioned at her tea and said, ‘E<o zhudkt chai.^ 

*Da 3 da.’ Vassily laughed and refilled my glass. 

I showed him my copy of Gissmg and said, *Eto ganytga’ 
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da,’ said Vassfly Nina came near with the plate of 
“teion. 'Eto Nina,' said Vassily, seizing the pretty girl, ‘and 
- 1 translated his gestures - ‘are Nina’s tits 1 ’ 


* 


mornings now were darker, another tnck of tunc on the 
V®lroad that seemed to be speeding me further mto paranoia, 
^er eight hours’ sleep I woke up m pitch blackness In die 
hght of the December moon, a silver sickle, the landscape 
'ras bare - no trees, no snow And there was no wmd It was 
^itd, as dawn approached (at nme-thirty by my watch), to 
the villages on the banks of the Shilka and the Ingoda 
■i^ets, the small collections of wooden huts aged a deep 
I'town, With the smoke rising straight up, a puffing from each 
<himney that made me think of an early form of wood-burning 
'^hide stranded on these deserted steppes After hours of 
<lesolation we came to Chita, a satamc dty of belching 
neys and great heaps of smokmg ashes dumped bcsi e c 
tracks Outside Quta tiiere was a frozen lake on 
fishermen crouched like the fat black crows swth 
ftathers that roosted in the larches at the verge of c 


1 Said, ‘Vorona.’ „ r.iu- rmgn 

said Vladimir and he explained they 
‘l^orono.’ I insisted on the crow itll 

Was dnvmg at. But Russians I had 

sentimental fanancism I had Vladimir was 

Ba wa, . agh. from s.,™b - i=„r 

m the habit of renting " ^^^cpu^hkin’ or *Ma>akovsky’ 
sentences, and then pranted in the Soviet 

This compulsive iljc old Boston and Mime and 

Union, but Itbimc d Wer^^;^^ 

a man began to quote, 


change mj scat. 
Vladimir bought a 


bottle of Hunganan wmc and we plajed 
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chess. He played aggressively, hovering over the board and 
moving his pieces as swiftly as chcchcrs. Berween moves he 
cracked his knuckles 1 moved not to win - I Imcw that was 
beyond me - but to slow him down. He pushed at his chess- 
men; the tram pushed into wnd. Outside, the snow had re- 
turned and I saw that now we were getting two landscapes a 
day. The low Mongolian hiUs on the edge of the Gobi Desert ) 
were covered by cedars as finely formed as tropical ferns, and 
by four o’clock, as we made our slow approach to the Central 
Siberian Plateau, snow was blo\ving past the windows, tiny 
flakes in the trailing smoke. At a distance the snowstorm 
created the effect of fog, a whiteness over the Gobi that 
blended with the birch trunks and made the cedars seem 
espeaally frail. Siberia was wood and snow ~ even the railway 
buildmgs matched the forest: throughout Chitmskaya the 
stations were wooden structures made of many carefully 
slanted bare planks plastered with frost. 

My chess worsened, but as long as the wine held out we 
continued to play. Two more games saw the end of the vodka 
and then, without drink, there seemed no pomt in going on. 
But we had the whole evening ahead of us. My napping had 
divided the days into many parts, each part resembling a 
whole day, a lengthened distortion of time famih'ar to a person 
with a high fever in a seldom-visited sickroom. At times this 
feeling of experiencing a futile convalescence on the Trans- 
Sibenan turned into a simpler occasion for boredom; simu- 
lating my bad dream, it was like being snowed-up in a moun- 
tain cabin. It was cold, the light was poor, and it was hard to 
move around the train since most of the passengers, assigned 
to overcrowded compartments, preferred to stand in the coiv 
ridors. And, really, there was nowhere to go. 

I took out a sheet of paper and taught Vladimir tick-tack- 
toe. He found this, as he said, very interesting — the Russian 
word IS similar — and soon discovered the trick of beating me 
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game for°MI “ “™^°sdy complicated 

U pS ten T «f draLg on 

■ of squares^ gcometnc size, 

'J'e score - w oerhn^'' figure, the higher 

got the W S score? I 

* ^g to teach Vladimir finally gave up 

'o sCiTlTl I persuaded 

page after amazmgly, it was filled 

-tension 

skeletal-scenune nn^'^ ^ webbed to them, and 

^ fi^s hobby, sketchmg 
uught easily have been a spy 
^fterest m this unpiT ^°i ^ telephone pole. I feigned an 

for winTt “PP^g fiuug ond he called to the proved- 
fito Provodntk Z? °f the Hunganan wme came - 

”*“■ ‘ftew a blnrt ‘ ® glassful - and Vladi- 

Oiangv r(»/^ oa in m a black and brown landscape, a low 
‘Sibe^.^^ fuU of spiders This he labelled 

f'uildincK, ^ ® picture of several spires, some large 

.T gS’ 3 Woe sky, a sunny day 

Leningrad?’ 

tore ‘London ’ He wrote ‘London’ on the pic- 

j , ^ ut'f another picture of London — a harbour scene, 

^ew ®fitps at anchor, a sunny day He did one of 

York - tall buildmgs, a sunny day But they were fan- 

^ pictures Vladimir had never been out of the Soviet 
‘Jnion 


®^use he had insisted on paying for the wme, I broke out 
uy box of agars Vladimir smoked five of them, puffing them 
uke agarettes, and the wine and the agars and the knowledge 
that we were now travclhng along the shores of Lake Baikal 
returned Vladimir to his own language. He strode up and 
down the compartment, waving aw-ay the smoke, tcUing me 
what a deep ozero Baikal was, and finally shpped his hand 


364 The Great Railway Bazaar 

inside his coat and, blowing a great cloud of smoke, said, in 
the halting momentous voice Russians reserve for quotations, 
but coughmg as he did so, 

‘7 dym otechestva nam sladok t pryatenl* 
and raised his eyes. 

I said, TEh?’ ) 

‘PoQshkm,’ he said. ^Eugen Onegin f* 

(Months later, in London, I recited my phonetic trans- 
cription of this verse to a Russian-speaker, who as^ed me 
that It was mdeed Pushkin and that it could be rendered in 
Enghsh as, ‘Even the smoke of our motherland is sweet and 
pleasant to us ’) 

In the dark corridor early the next morning the Australian 
librarians and the Canadian couple sat on their suitcases. 
Irkutsk was two hours away, but they said that they were 
afraid of oversleeping and missing the place. I thought then, 
and I think now, that missing Irkutsk cannot be everyone’s '' 
idea of a tragedy. It was still dark as Irkutsk’s flaming 
chimneys appeared above a plain of shuttered bungalows with 
tarpaper roofs. It is not the steel fences or even the tall cell 
blocks where the workers live that give these Russian cities the 
look of concentration camps; it is the harsh hght - searchlights 
and glarmg lamps fixed to poles ~ that does it, dimimshing the 
mittened figures and makmg them look like pnsoners in an 
exerase yard. Vladimir shook my hand and said a sentimental 
fareweU. I was moved and thou^t charitably about the poor 
fellow, stuck m Irkutsk for life, until I went back to the 
compartment and discovered that he had stolen my box of 
cigars. 

The provodnik entered the compartment, gathered up Vladi- 
mir’s blankets, and threw a new set of blankets on the berth. 
He was followed by a tall pale man who, although it was mid- 
mormng, put on a pair of pyjamas and a bathrobe and sat 
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down to solve complicated equations on a clipboard pad The 

did not speak until, at a small stanon, he said, ‘Here - 
salt!’ 

That was the extent of his conversaoon, the news of a salt 
But he had made his point we were truly in Siberia, 
then we had been travelhng in the Soviet Far East, two 
^ ousand miles of all but nameless temrory on the borders of 
and Mongoha. From now on, the Sibenan forest, the 
thickened, blurring the distant hills with smudges of 
Md hidmg the settlements that had swallowed so many 
cd Russians In places this dense forea disappeared for 
miles, then there was tundra, a plam of flawless snow 
™ w ch rows of light-poles trailed mto the distance, getting 
er and smaller, like those diagramatic pictures that illus- 
te pierspective, the last hght-pole a dot. The hugeness of 
ussia overwhelmed me. 1 had been travelling for five days 
^ct these landscapes and stfll more than half the country 
Kfflaincd to be crossed 1 scanned the window for some new 
stall that would intimate we were getting closer to Moscow 
ut the differences from day to day were slight, the snow was 
^dless, the stops were bnef, and the sun, which shone so 
ttghtly on the tatga, was always eclipsed by the towns we 
passed through an impenetrable cloud of smoky fog hung 
over every town, shutung out the stm The small villages were 
different, they lay m sunhght, precanously, between the tatga 
SDd the tracks, their silence so great it was nearly visible 
1 was now the only Westerner on the train I felt hke the 
last Mohican Depnved of friendly conversanon, demed rest 
by my bad dreams irritated by the mute man in pyjamas and 
his pages of equations, doubled up with cramps from the 
greasy stews of the dming car - and, guiltily remembering my 
four months’ absence, missing my family - I bribed Vassfly 
for a bottle of vodka (he said they’d run out, but for two rubles 
he discovered some) and spent an enure day emptying it. The 
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day I bought it I met a young man who told me in fractured 
German that he was taking his sick father to a hospital in 
Sverdlovsk 
I said) ‘Senous'^’ 

He said) ‘Sehr schhm T 

The young man bought a bottle of champagne and took it 
back to his compartment) which was in my sleeping car. He 
oSered me a dnnk. We sat down, in the berdi opposite the old 
man lay sleeping, the blankets drawn up to his chm. His face 
was grey, waxen with illness, and strained; he looked as if he 
were painfully swallowing the toad of death, and certainly the 
compartment bad the dull underground smell of death about 
It, a clammy tomb here on the train The young man clucked, 
poured himself more champagne, and drank it. He tried to 
give me more, but I found the whole affair appalling - the 
dymg man in the narrow berth, his son beside him steadily 
drinking champagne, and at the wmdow the snowy forests of 
Central Russia 

I went to my own compartment to drmk my vodka and saw 
in my solitary activity somethmg of the Russians’ sense of 
desolation. In fact they did nothing else but drink They drank 
all the time and they drank everythmg - cognac that tasted 
like hair tome, sour watery beer, the red wine that was mdis- 
tmgmshable from cough syrup, the nme-doUar bottles of cham- 
pagne, and the smooth vodka Every day it was something 
new: first the vodka ran out, then the beer, then the cognac, 
and after Irkutsk one saw loutish men who had pooled their 
money for champagne, passmg the bottle like bums in a door- 
way. Between drinkmg they slept, and I grew to recognize the 
confirmed alcohohes from the way they were dressed — they 
wore fur hats and fur leggings because their circulation was so 
poor, their hands and hps were always blue Most of the 
arguments and all the fights I saw were the result of drunken- 
ness There was generally a fist fight in Hard Class after lunch, 
and Vassily provoked quarrels at every meal If the man he 
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quarrelled with happened to be sober, the man wrould call for 
c complaints* book and scribble angrily m it 
Tovmch'' the customer would shout, requesting the com- 
P ^ts book. I only heard the word used m sarcasm. 

Me was a nasty fight at Zima. Two boys — one m an army 
orm - snarled at a conductor on the platform The con- 
“ctor was a rough-lookmg man dressed m black. He did not 
^ct immediately, but when the boys boarded he ran up the 
^Mrs behmd them and leaped on them from behmd, p unchin g 
Mn both A crowd gathered to watch. One of the boys yelled, 
te^^ 2 soldier r and the men in the crowd mut- 

A fine soldier he is ’ The conductor went on beating 
^ up m tbe vestibule of the Hard-Class car The mterest- 
*'*Sthmg was not that the boys were drunk and the conductor 
®uber, but that all three were drunk 
Another day, another mght, a thousand miles, the snow 
eepened, and we were at hlovostbirsk. Foragners generally 
off at Novosibirsk for an ovcrmght stop, but I stayed on 
c tram 1 would not be home for Christmas, as I had 
promised - jt was now 23 December and we were more than 
days from Moscow — but if I made good connections 1 
™^t be home before New Year’s The tall pale man 
changed from p5i)amas mto furs, put his equations away, and 
got off the tram I cleared his berth and decided that what 
I needed was a routme I would stan shavmg regularly, takmg 
ftiut salts m the morning, and doing push-ups before break- 
fust, no naps, I would finish New Grub Street, start Borges’ 
Eahyrmths, and begm a short story, wnting m the afternoon 
and not takmg a drink until seven, or six at the earhest, or five 
if the light was too poor to write by I was glad for the 
privacy my min d needed ndying 

That mormng I spent puttmg my thoughts mto order, sort- 
ing out my anxieties and deadmg to start my short story 
rtnmediarely A woman of forty falls m love with a boy of 
nineteen The boy wants to marry her The woman agrees to 
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meet the boy’s mother. They meet - they’re the same age - 
and hit it off, discussing their divorces, their affairs, ignoring 
the boy who, callow, inexperienced, only embarrasses them 
both by his surly insistence on marriage. So : 

The Strangs had one of those marriages that goes on happily 
for years, fi ll in g friends with envious generosity, and then fall£ 
to pieces in an afternoon of astonishing abuse that threatens 
every other marriage for miles around. Friends were relieved 
when, instead of lingering in New York and persuading them 
to support her in her bitter quarrel with Ralph, Alilly chose to 
go to . . 

The door flew open with a bang and a man entered carrying a 
doth bundle and several paper parcels. He smiled. He was 
about fifty, baldness revealing irregular contours on his head, 
with large red hands. He had the rodent’s eyes of someone 
very nearsighted. He threw the doth bundle on his berth and 
placed a loaf of brown bread and a quart jar of maroon jam on 
my story. 

I put my pen down and left the compartment. When I 
returned he had changed into a blue track smt (a little hero- 
medal pinned to his chest), and, staring through the eye- 
enlarging lenses of a pair of glasses askew on his nose, he was 
slapping jam on a slice of bread with a jack-knife. I put my 
story away. He munched his jam sandwich and, between bites, 
belched. He fimshed his sandwich, undid a newspaper parcel, 
took out a chunk of grey meat He cut a plug from it, put 
it m his mouth, wrapped the meat, and took off his glasses He 
sniffed at the table, picked up my yellow sleeve of pipe 
cleaners, put on his glasses, and studied the writing. Then he 
looked at his watch and sighed. He monkeyed with my pipe? 
my matches, tobacco, pen, radio, timetable, Borges’ Laby- 
rinths, checking his watch between each item and s niffin g, as if 
his nose would reveal what his eyes could not. 
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This went on for the rest of the day, defeating what plans I 
02u for establishing a routine and eliminating any possibihty of 
®y wnung a story His prying motions made me hate him 
imincdiatcl} and I imagined him thinlong, as he tapped 
““ watch crystal between sniffs of my belongings, ‘Well, 
*hcrc's thirty seconds gone.’ He had a litde book of Russian 
jailway maps At each station he put on his glasses and found 
Its name on the map There were about fifteen stations on each 
®3p, so he dirtied the pages in sequence with his thumbs 
before the train moved to a new page, and I grew to recognize 
from the )am smears and thumbprints on his maps how far the 
Rossiya had gone He read nothing else for the rest of the tnp 
He didn’t speak, he didn’t sleep How did he pass the time? 
^cll, he yawned he could sustain a yawn for five seconds, 
sampling it with his tongue, workmg it around his jaws, and 
hnally biting it with a loud growl He sighed, he groaned, he 
sucked his teeth, he grunted, and he made each into a separate 
'activity that he timed, always looking at his watch when he 
bad completed a yawn or a sigh He also coughed and choked 
w the same dehberate vsmy, studying his eructations, belching 
With disgusting thoroughness as he exhausted himself of wind^ 
in three keys In between times he looked out the wmdow or 
stared at me, smiling when our eyes men His teeth were stam- 
Icss steel 

I find It very difficult to read and impossible to wnte with 
nnother jjerson near by If the person is starmg at me over a 
quart of jam and a crumblmg loaf of bread, I am driven to 
distraction So I did nothmg but watch him because there was 
nothing but that to do He was odd m another way if I 
glanced out the window, so did he, if I went mto the corridor, 
he followed, if I talked to the boy next door, whose father lay 
dymg among empty champagne botdes, the zombie was at my 
heels and then peermg over my shoulder I couldn’t nd myself 
of trin — and I tried 
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Fearing that I would be left behind, I had not gotten off the 
train at any of the brief stops. But when this haunting creature 
parted hunself in my compartment and shadowed me every- 
where, I conceived a plan for ditching him in Omsk It would 
be a simple duffilling . I would get off the tram and lead him 
some distance away, and then, just as the train started up, Fd 
spring over and leap aboard, pausing on the stairs to block him J 
from gainmg a foothold. I tried this in Barabmsk. He followed 
me to the door, but no further. Omsk, three hours later, was a 
better opportumty. I encouraged him to follow me, led him to 
a kiosk doing a bnsk trade in buns, and then lost him. I 
entered the train at the last minute, believing he was dufBUed, 
but found him back in the compartment sniffing over his 
maps After that he never left the compartment. Perhaps he 
suspected I was trymg to ditch him. 

He had his own food, this simpleton, so he had no need of 
the dinmg car. His meals were extraordinary. He surrounded 
himself with the food he had brought • a fist of butter in greasy -■ 
paper, the bread loaf, the hunk of meat and another newspaper 
parcel of pickles, the jar of jam. He tore off a segment of bread 
and slathered it with a jack-knife blade of butter. Then he set 
out a pickle and a plug of meat and took a bite of each in turn, 
piclde, bread, meat, then a spoonful of jam; then another bite 
of the pickle, and so forth, filling his mouth before he began to 
chew. I could no longer bear to watch him I spent more and 
more time in the dining car. 

When the drunken soldiers had been turned out of the 
dining car, and the others, either very gaunt or very fat, lifted 
their faces from then metal bowls and left, scufiBmg their 
boots, the dining-car doors were locked and the kitchen em- 
ployees cleaned the place up. They allowed me to stay, be- 
cause, imder the terms of our agreement, Vassily continued to 
supply me with botdes of Hungarian white wine as long as I 
bribed him for it and shared it with him. Vassily turned the 
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Kcounts over to bis assistant, Volodya, who bad his own 
abacus, Sergei, the cook ogled Nina from the kitchen door, 
Annushka wiped the tables, and Viktor, a waiter — who ater 
told me that he paid Anna to do his work (he said she wo 
do anything for five rubles) — Viktor sat with Vassily an 
me and pumped me for information about hockey teams 
^j'Bosiabroons, Doront Mupplekhlcef, Moondroolkanadeens, 
and Cheegago Blekaks ’ Viktor often stood behind Vass y 
and sCTatched his right cheek, meanmg that Vassily was a 
drunkard 

There was a young black-baircd man who swept the oot 
and rarely spioke to anyone. Viktor pomted him out to me an 


said, ‘Giderl Gitlerl’ xt-w 

The man ignored him, but to make his ° 

stamped on the floor and ground his boot as if ^ ^ 

roach Vassily put his forefinger under his nose to m a 
moustache and said, ‘Hetl GttlerP So the young 
have been an ano-Scmite or, since Russian mockery is not very 

subtle, he nuabt have been a Jew 

oi =»= ov=r » » wd, 


‘Angela Davis!’ 

‘Giderl’ said Viktor, gnnnmg 

‘Anecla Davis hirasho,' said Gider and began to rant m 
Angela U Anecla Davis had been persecuted m 

Russian about the way Angcia xya 

. _ 4 L t-,c hrfwwn flt n3Cf Jus DHir f fl j l ing over lus 

eye^Td he quite loudly until Vassily banged on 

said Vassfly -Wc don’t want politics here. This 
is a restaurant, not a un.veisity ’ He spoke in Russian, but his 
message was plain and he was obviously very angry with 

rest were embarrassed They sent Gider to the btehen 
and brought another horde of wine Vassfly said, ‘Gider - rn 
karashot’ But xt was Viktor who was the most condhatory He 
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stood up and folded his arms, and, shushing the kitchen staff? 
he said m a little voice . 

Zee fearst of My, 

Zee ’art of spreeng * 

Oh, leetle seeng, 

En everyseeng we do, 

Remember always to say ‘pliz* 

En dun forget ‘sank you* * 

Later, Viktor took me to his compartment to show me his new 
htt hat. He was very proud of it since it cost him nearly a 
week’s pay. Nma was also in the compartment, which was 
shared by Vassily and Anna — quite a crowd for a space no 
bigger than an average-sized clothes closet. Nma showed me 
her passport and the picture of her mother and, while this was 
gomg on, Viktor disappeared. I put my arm around Nma and 
With my free hand took off her white sculhon’s cap Her black 
hair fed to her shoulders. I held her tightly and kissed her, 
tasting the kitchen. The train was raang But the compart- 
ment door was open, and Nma pulled away and said softly, 
"Nyet^^nyetj nyeU' 

On the day before Christmas, in the afternoon, we arrived at 
Sverdlovsk The sky was leaden and it was very cold. I hopped 
out the door and watched the old man bemg taken down the 
stairs to the platform While he was being moved, the blankets 
had shpped down to his chest, where his hands lay rigid, two 
grey claws, their colour matchmg his face The son went over 
and pulled the blankets high to cover his mouth He knelt in 
the ice and packed a towel around the old man’s head 

Seemg me standmg near by, the son said m German, ‘Sverd- 
lovsk. This is where Europe begins and Asia ends Here are 
&e Urals.’ He pointed towards the back of the tram and said, 
Asia,’ and then towards the engine, ‘Europe ’ 

‘How IS your father?’ I asked, when the stretcher-bearers 
arrived and put on their harnesses The stretcher was a ham- 
mock, slung between them 
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Mv*^ he s dead/ he said ‘Das vedanya ' 
whirlin,»'£?**^°° increased as we sped towards Perm in a 

branrl!^^'^ birches a foot thid^ the ice on 

«>uld see cl, ^ appearance of silver filigree. I 

alowlv ,n 'tossing a frozen nver m the stom^ moving 
by back nn ^ of some huts, they broke my heart. I 

standujn K ^ ^ radio, its plastic cold from 

antenn^ t window, and tned to find a station I put up 
nncovei^f ^ zombie watched me from behmd his clutter 
'Jinde R«u » ^ static, then a French station, then 

Ute zombie snuled I switched it off 

car and '-^^as Eve I knocked on the door of the dirung 
shruam ^‘brutted by Vassily He told me, with gestures of 

Eve^^’t ^ Christmas 

® shrugged I gave him five rubles He let me m and 

look^ champagne, and, as he shot off the cork, I 

, ^ound at the deserted car In the best of tunes it was 
Without the trickle of warmth from the stove and 
ctcd by the snowy wmd, it was colder than usual - hghted 
y a single fluorescent tube and holdmg only the two of us I 
Old not imagine anythmg wOrse for watching Christmas 
approach In the funereal chill Vassily drew up a chair and 
Poured us both a drink He tossed his back, as if the cham- 
pagne were rotgut, screwmg up his face and sajnng, 'YaghP 
We sat facmg each other, drinking, not speaking, unfl Vas- 
lifted hrs glass and said, ‘U S A I* 

By then I was drunk enough to remember one of the Rus- 
sian lessons Vladimir had given me I touched Vassily’s glass 
With mine and said, ‘Soyus Sovtetskt Sostahsltchtskt Res- 
pitbltk ’ 

'Stepper hollered Vassdy He was singing 'Steppe! 
Steppe!* 

We finished the bottle, got another, and Vassfly continued 
to sing Around midnight he broke into a mihliuy song that I 
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recognized - the tune at least. I hummed along with him, and 
he said, ‘Da, da’' urging me to sing I sang the only words I 
knew, Itahan obscenities to his patnouc Russian verses, 

Compagna Polacca, 

Hax fatto una caeca? 

Si, Vassild 

Ho fatto venti kiltf 

lo ho fatto nelle grande steppe . . . 

Vassily applauded and joined with me in Russian We stood 
in the dimng car, singing our duet, dnnlong between verses. 

Compagna Tatyana^ 

Hai fatto un^ putana? 

Si, Bonanno! 

Ho fatto per un* anno, 

Jo ho fatto nelle grande steppe . . . 

‘Merry Christmas,’ I said when the fourth bottle appeared. 
Vassily was smiling and nodding and chuckhng hoarsely He 
showed me a sheaf of restaurant bills he had been adding up. 
He shook them and then threw them into the air. ^Whee’^ We 
sat down again, and Vassily, too drunk to remember that I 
couldn’t speak Russian, harangued me for fifteen mmutes I 
suppose he was saymg, ‘Lxiok at me. Fifty-five years old and 
I’m runmng this crummy dming car Urp Back and forth, 
every two weeks, from Moscow to Vladivostok, sleepmg in 
Hard Qass, too busy to take a piss, everyone givmg me hp. 
Urp You call that a life?’ Towards the end of his harangue 
his head grew heavy, his eyehds drooped, and his speech 
became thick He put his head down on the table, and, still 
holding tight to the bottle, he went to sleep. 

‘Merry Christmas ’ 

I fimshed my dnnk and went back to my compartment 
through the bounang tram. 

The next mormng, Chnstmas, I woke and looked over at the 
zombie sleepmg with Hir arms folded on his chest like a 
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8 The provodntk told me it was six o’clock Moscow 
t My watch said eight. I put it back two hours and waited 
to^d ®'^nsed that so many people in the car had deaded 
0 the same thing In darkness we stood at the windows, 
Watching our reflecuons Shortly afterwards I saw why they 
were there. We entered the outskirts of Yaroslavl and I heard 
6 others whispering to themselves The old lady m the frilly 
®8htgown, the Goldi man and his wife and child, the dorruno- 
drunks, even die zombie who had been monkeymg 
radio they pressed their faces against the wmdows as 
^^began rattling across a long bridge Beneath us, half- 
very black, and m places reflectmg the flames of 
®*^®lavl 8 chimneys, was the Volga. 


Royal David’s dry, 

Stood a lowly cattle shed 

^at was diat? Sweet voices, as dear as organ tones, drifted 
tom my compartment. I froze and listened. The Russians, 
awestruck by the sight of the Volga, bad fallen silent, they 
Were hunched, staring down at the water But the holy music, 
^tagrant and shght, moved through the air, wamung it like an 
aroma. 


Where a mother laid her baby 
In a manger, for his bed 

The hymn wavered, but the silent reverence of the Russians 
and the slowness of the tram allowed the soft children’s voices 
to perfume the corridor My listening became a meditation of 
almost unbearable sadness, as if joy’s highest reflnement was 
home on a needlepoint of pain. 

Mary was that mother mild, 

Jesus Christ, her little child 

I went into the compartment and held the radio to my car until 
the broadcast ended, a programme of Chnstmas music from 
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the BBC Dawn never came that day Wc travelled m thich 
fog and through whorls of brown blowing mist, which made 
the woods ghostly. It was not cold outside some snow had 
melted, and the roads - more frequent now ~ were rutted and 
muddy. All mormng the tree trunks, black with dampness, 
were silhouettes in the fog, and the pine groves at the very 
limit of visibih'ty in the mist took on the appearance of 
cathedrals with dark spires In places the trees were so dim, 
they were like an afterimage on the eye. I had never felt close 
to the country, but the fog distanced me even more, and I felt, 
after 6,000 miles and all those days m the train, only a great 
remoteness, every reminder of Russia - the women in orange 
canvas jackets working on the line with shovels, the sight of a 
Lemn stame, the station signboards stuck m yellow ice, and 
the startled magpies croaking in Russian at the gliding tram - 
all this annoyed me. I resented Russia’s size, I wanted to be 
home 

The dimng car was locked at nine. I tned agam at ten and 
found It empty. Vassily explained that, as we would be in 
Moscow soon, the dining car was closed I swore at him, sur- 
prising myself with my own anger Under protest he made me 
an omelette, he handed it to me with a slice of bread and a 
glass of tea While I was eatmg, a woman came in. She wore a 
black coat and had a Soviet Railway badge pinned to her black 
hat. She spoke to Vassily (bread). Vassily waved her 

away ^Nyet kleb She pomted at my meal and repeated her 
request for bread Vassily shouted at her. She stood her ground 
and got an almighty shove from Vassily, who smiled at me 
apologetically as he dehvered the blow. The woman came back 
and put out her hand and screamed loudly at birn. This m- 
funated Vassily His eyes became small, and he threw himself” 
on her, beatmg her with his fists. He twisted her arm behind 
her back and kicked her hard The woman howled and was 
gone 

Vassily said to me, TSJt karashof^ The fight had left him 
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breathless He smiled his idiotic smile. I was ashamed of my- 
self for not helpmg the woman I pushed my food away 
Pavel?’ Vassily bhnked at me, 

"You are a fucimg monkey ’ 

Pozhd’sta,' said Vassily, in glad welcome. 

The tram was going at half-speed for the approach to 
'A Moscow I walked down the coradors of Hard Class to my 
compartment, to pack my belongmgs The other passengers 
already packed They stood in Aeir arrival smts, smokmg 
the wmdows I passed eadi one, seemg ciimmality and 
fraud m their faces, brutishness in their httle eyes, fists pro- 
^dmg from unusually long deeves 
‘Monkey,’ I said, squeezing through a group of soldiers 
A man strokmg his fur bat blocked my way I went up to 
bun. He agitated his enormous jaw with a yawn. 

‘Monkey 1 ’ He moved aside 

Monkey to the provodnik, monkey to the man at the samo- 
V var, monkey to the army ofiBcer m Soft Class, and, still mut- 
termg, I found the zombie sitting by the wmdow in an over- 
coat, his jam-flecked thumb on Mockba ‘Monkey!’ I wished 
bun a Merry Christmas and gave him two pipe cleaners, a can 
of Japanese sardmes, and a ballpoint pen that would run out of 
mk as soon as he wrote his name. 

4 > 

That was die end of my trip, but it was not the end of my 
journey I still had a ticket to London, and, hoping to catch 
the nest tram west, I cancelled my hotel reservation and qient 
the afternoon arrangmg for a de luxe berth on the tram to the 
Hook of Holland, via Warsaw and Berlm. I was packed and 
ready, and I arrived at the station on Christmas night with an 
hour to spare. The Intoiinst guide brought me to the bamer 
and said good-bye. I stood for forty-five minutes on the plat- 
form, waitmg to be shown to my compartment. 

It was not a piortcr idio mqmred about my destmation, but 
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an immigration ofiBcial. He leafed through my passport, rat- 
thng ±e pages He shook his head. 

‘Pohsh visa?’ 

Tm not stopping in Poland,’ I said. Tm just passing 
through.’ 

^Transit visa,’ he said. 

‘What do you mean?’ I said ‘Hey, this train’s going to 
leave * ’ 

‘You must have Polish transit visa.* 

‘FU get It at the border.’ 

‘Impossible. They will send you back ’ 

‘Look* — the whistle blew — ‘I’ve got to get on this train 
Please - it’s going to leave without me ! ’ I picked up my suit- 
case The man held me by the arm A signalman passed by, 
motioning with his green flag The train began to move. 

‘I can’t stay here I ’ But I let the man hold on to my sleeve 
and watched the Holland-bound eiqpress tooting its way out of 
the station frseeeeeeeefronnng. There were travellers’ faces at 
the wmdows. They were happy, safely leaving. IPs Christmas, 
darling, they were saying, and we’re off. It was the end, 1 
thought, as I saw the tram recedmg, takmg my heart with it. 
It’s the end * duffilled ! 

Two days later I was able to leave Moscow, but the tnp to 
London was not outwardly remarkable. I tned to collect my 
wits for the amval; I slept through Warsaw, glared at Berlm, 
and entered Holland with a stone m my stomach I felt flayed 
by the four months of tram travel it was as if I had under- 
gone some harrowing cure, sickenmg myself on my addic- 
tion m order to be free of it To mvert the chch6, I had had 
a bellyful of travellmg hopefully - I wanted to amve. The 
whistle blew at level crossmgs - a long moronic hoot - and I 
was mocked by it, not bewitched I had been right anythmg 
was possible on a train, even the urge to get off. I drank to 
deafen myself, but still I heard the racket of the wheels 

All travel is circular. I had been jerked through Asia, 
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a parabola on one of the planet’s hemispheres After 
all} the grand tour is ;ust the inspired man’s way of headmg 
home. 

And I had learned what I had always secredy beheved, that 
*l>c difference between travel wntmg and fiction is the differ- 
between recordmg what the eye sees and discovcrmg what 
he imagmation knows Fiction is pure joy — how sad that I 
^uld not remvent the tnp as fiction. It would have had (now 
were boardmg a blue ferry at the Hook) such a pleasmg 
ihapc if I had artfully distributed hght and shadow and played 
^th the grammar of delay I would have plotted mysdf mto 
langer Sadik would have had a switchblade and gold teeth, 
ie Hu6 track an eruptmg nunc, the Onent Eicpress a lavish 
car, and Nma - imploring me - would have rapped 
sofdy on my compartment door and flung off her uniform as 
^ crossed the Volga. It did not happen that way, and m any 
case I might have been too busy for that gusto I had worked 
^cty day, bent over my roclong notebook like Trollope scrib- 
bling between postal assignments remembenng to put it all m 
the past tense. 

Gladly, made nimble by sanity’s seamless glee, I boarded 
the tram for London - correction I am now leaving Harwich 
(there were often twenty miles between clauses and a hundred 
more before I fimshed a sentence) and setting my face at the 
hairless January fields On my lap I have four thick notebooks 
One has a Madras water stam on it, another has been slopped 
with borscJit, the blue one (lettered, m gold, Punjab Stationery 
Man) has the nng from a damp glass on its front, and the red 
one’s colour has been diluted to pinl by the Turkish sun 
These stains arc like notauons The trip is finished and so is 
the book, and in a moment I will turn to the first page, and to 
amuse myself on the way to London will read with some 
sansfacoon the tnp that begins. Ever since childhood, lohcn I 
lived vnthm earshot of the Boston and Maine, I have seldom 
heard a tram go b\ and not wished I was on ti 




More About Penguins 
®nd Pelicans 


about books available from 
please wnte to Dept EP, Pengum Books Ltd. 
^annondsworth, Middlesex UB7 ODA. 

bst of books available from 
Penguin 

) 625 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10022. 

A Cwwda For a complete list of books available from 

28ofSn“^^‘^f Books Canada Ltd, 

John Street, Alarkham, Ontario L3R 1B4 

® ““plete list of books available from 
gums m Australia write to the Marketing Department, 

^ 257fRiSrdr 





Paul Theroux in Penguins 

The Old Patagonian Express 

One of the most entrancing travel books written m our 
une’ -CP Snow m the Finanaal Times 

?rom bhzzard-stricken Boston to arid Patagonia, travelling 
ly luxury express and squalid local trucks, sweatmg and 
hivenng by turns as the temperature and altitude shot up 
md down, thrown m with the appalling Mr Thomberry m 
-unon and reading nightly to the bhnd writer, Borges, In^ 
luenos Aires, Paul Theroux’s vivid pen clearly evokes the 
antrasts of a journey “to the end of the line* 

Fascinatmg, beautifully written a vivid travelogue 
iescribed with the sensitive, nchly observant pen of a bom 
vnter’ - Simdc^ Express 

Picture Palace 

Too good to rmss* - Auberon Waugh m the 
Svemng Standard 

For over fifty years Maude has levelled the peepstoncs of 
ler Third Eye at the beautiful, obscure and obscene, and 
It the private places and public parts of the famous, fium 
Gertrude Stein to Graham Greene. At her retrospective 
exhibition her life, measured by camera qjools, is rolled 
out for inspection Except for the frame that really 
mattered the exposure that should have been there, but 
wasn’t. 

‘Maude’s voice, harsh, coarse, and yet suprisingly mnocent, 
remains in the car long after the book has been put 
down’ - The Ttmes 



Also by Paul Theroux 


Saint Jack 

When 'Jack Flowers jumped ship m Singapore he soon 
learnt the ropes. Variously a sailor, ship’s chandler, 
hustler, pomocrat and benevolent pimp, he was able to 
offer visitors ^anything you want, anything at^alV , and it was 
his proud claim that he never failed to satisfy his chents . . . 

. a witty, subtle, often movmg self-portrait of a 
memorable rogue’ - Observer 

The Consul’s File 

Here is a sequence of twenty episodes m the life of Ayer 
Hitam m Malaysia, seen through the eyes of the resident 
Amencan Consul - sharp apergus of celebrated scandals, 
eccentricities and passions m the tmy commumty The 
whole spectrum of life m Malaysia is evoked from adultery 
to murder, from ghost stones to the vaganes of diplomatic 
politics, imtil the small town atmosphere takes on the 
significance of an entire world 

The Family Arsenal 

A novel of violence m the tradition of Brighton Rock, set m 
the gnmy decay of South-East London 

‘One of the most brilliantly evocative novels of London 
that has appeared for years . . . very disturbmg indeed’ - 
Michael Ratckffe m The Times 

*Mx Theroux has the abihty to turn the familiar mto the 
fabulous’ - Francis Kmg in the Sunday Telegraph 
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the Gospel which acknowledged pnma- 
' des, 

impudently pleaded, he could warp 
5 a tadt partnership with crime — 
bemg the while, beheve their own ac- 
count, 

lotent, penniless and miserable 1 
further asks — Duke, note the knotty 
I point 1 — 

jv he, — concede him skill to play such 
' part 

J dnve his wife mto a gallant’s arms, — 
jld bring the gallant to play his part 

too 

i stand mth arms so opportunel 
■w brmg this Caponsacchi, 
friends 

d foes ahkc agree, throughL 
never mterchanged a civil 
r lifted courteous cap to — ho 
such observancy of beck - 
o undertake- this strange 
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Then, look into his own account o’ the case ! 
He, bemg the stranger and the astonished 
one. 

Yet received protestations of her love 
From lady neither known nor cared about 
Love, so protested, bred m him disgust 
After the wonder, — or mcreduhty. 

Such impudence seemmg impossible 
But, soon assured such impudence might be. 
When he had seen with his own eyes at 
last 

Letters thrown down to him i’ the very 
street-- ^ 

From be „ the lady lurked, 

And read Vte summons to her 



